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Preface

Most students today have had at least part-time experiences in some form of work organi-

zation. You have quickly learned that not all behavior—whether your own, your manager’s,

or that of your workmates—is entirely rational. And you may have pondered a series of

questions about what you saw and felt:

• Why do people behave as they do at work?

• How can individuals, groups, and whole organizations work together more effectively

within the increasing pace of corporate change, dramatic restructurings and downsiz-

ings, and advancing global competition?

• What can managers do to motivate employees toward greater productivity?

• What responsibility do managers have for ensuring employee satisfaction?

• What can you learn from theory, research, and the experiences of other managers to help

you become an effective future manager?

These and many other questions provide the background for this twelfth edition of

Organizational Behavior: Human Behavior at Work.

Great progress has been made in the field of organizational behavior (OB) since this

book was first published. One long-time observer, after conducting an extensive study, con-

cluded that “a consensus regarding the theoretical knowledge possessed by the field seems

to be emerging.”1 New theories have appeared on the scene, others have been validated, and

some have begun to fade into oblivion. Organizational behavior, while recording great

progress, still faces many questions and opportunities for improvement. This book pulls to-

gether the best and most current knowledge, and it provides rich insights into people at

work in all kinds of situations and organizations.

One criticism of the OB field is that it has largely ignored the needs of practitioners. By

contrast, this book makes a major effort to include numerous examples of real-life situa-

tions, as well as providing extensive lists of practical suggestions that can guide managers

for years into the future. The book is characterized by its applied orientation, including a

variety of end-of-chapter experiential approaches that encourage readers to reflect on what

they have read and engage in self-examination. The text is designed to be kept as a refer-

ence guide, and it includes nearly 160 action prescriptions for practical guidance.

At the same time, this book is written in part to encourage and promote the development

of thought processes by students. Business leaders continually admonish younger managers

to think critically2—to ask penetrating questions, examine underlying assumptions, search

for probable unintended consequences, be sensitive to the agendas and motivations of oth-

ers, balance the needs of different stakeholders, and even challenge the mental models and

theories espoused by others. Useful practice in critical thinking can be gained while read-

ing this book as you search for behavioral insights, derive conclusions from material read,

and challenge the utility of various concepts.

Earlier editions of this book have been tested on the firing line in university class-

rooms and in organizations for nearly fifty years. Many ideas—both for additions and

deletions of material—offered by long-time users of previous editions and other insightful

reviewers are incorporated into this new edition. Many topical ideas, figures, and applied

examples have been provided by professors and managers from around the country and

around the world. I actively solicit comments from both faculty and students to help

make this book even more useful in the future. I listen, I care about your input, and I strive



to use it to produce a high-quality, useful product. I invite you to contact me via the Internet

(jnewstro@d.umn.edu) with any comments, ideas, or questions you may have.

THE AUTHOR’S ROLE

How is a book like this created? I begin by continuously immersing myself in the thinking,

research, and practice of organizational behavior to gain an in-depth understanding. I keep

abreast of new developments by regularly reading dozens of journals and books, as well as

interacting with managers in a variety of organizations. Then I develop a logical and en-

gaging organizational framework and proceed to identify the most important elements for

inclusion. Finally, I organize and present the information in ways that will help readers

learn and retain the ideas.

My primary objective is to produce a book that is accurate, useful, up-to-date, and en-

gaging. Content and substance are emphasized, and I present the material in an organized

and provocative fashion that will enable readers to integrate the various parts of this disci-

pline into a whole philosophy of organizational behavior. The twelfth edition has been up-

graded by thorough citations to recent research and practice, which indicate the basis for

my conclusions and advice.

Where appropriate, I include alternative viewpoints on a subject or express the weak-

nesses inherent in a particular model or concept. There are no simple answers to complex

behavioral issues. I encourage readers to do their own thinking and to integrate a variety of

perspectives. Consequently, I believe that this book will serve as a valuable foundation of

behavioral knowledge. I hope it will stimulate readers to enrich their understanding through

continued study of organizational behavior. Many prior students have chosen to retain their

copy of Organizational Behavior, and they refer to it as a valuable reference manual when

they encounter real-world problems and issues.

FEATURES OF THE BOOK

Many features of Organizational Behavior: Human Behavior at Work stand out in the eyes of

its users. The most notable is its careful blending of theory with practice, so that its basic the-

ories come to life in a realistic context. Readers learn that concepts and models do apply in the

real world and help to build better organizations for a better society. The ideas and skills

learned in organizational behavior can help readers cope better with every aspect of their lives.

Another popular feature is the hundreds of examples of real organizational situations.

These real-life vignettes show how actual organizations operate and how people act (some-

times unexpectedly!) in specific situations. Most of the major concepts in this book are

illustrated with one or more of these true examples.

A feature highly appreciated by both faculty and students is the book’s readability. Fol-

lowing standard guidelines developed by Flesch and Gunning, I have maintained a moder-

ate, but descriptive, vocabulary level, manageable sentence length, and a readable style to

present a complex field in understandable language. Variety—provided by figures, practi-

cal illustrations, margin notes, and research results—enhances the readability by present-

ing a refreshing change of pace from content discussions.

Other features of the book include:

• A detailed table of contents to locate major topics

• Provocative quotes at the beginning of each chapter to stimulate thought and in-class

discussion, and margin notes to highlight key concepts

• Chapter-opening illustrations preceding every chapter to engage the reader in a real-life

issue

Preface xvii



• A widely accepted, and specially updated, presentation of five models of organizational

behavior that provides an integrating framework throughout the book

• Strong, and early, coverage of employee communication

• A comprehensive chapter on motivational theories and another on their application to

reward systems in organizations

• A chapter on empowerment and participation that is unique among organizational

behavior books in capturing this highly contemporary approach

• Discussion of international issues in organizational behavior so students can later

examine how selected concepts might require adaptation to other cultures

• A unique discussion of the limitations of organizational behavior to provide yet another

balanced perspective

• At least one behavioral incident for analysis and one experiential exercise to involve

students in their own learning, at the end of every chapter

• A comprehensive glossary of terms at the end of the book, providing a concise definition-

at-a-glance for hundreds of key organizational behavior terms

Significant features in the twelfth edition include:

• A sixteen-chapter structure that accents the issues of greatest importance in organiza-

tions today—motivation, leadership, interpersonal behavior, groups and teams, and the

nature of change and its effects

• Substantial coverage of teams—their organizational context, factors that make them suc-

cessful, and team-building processes that help members work together more effectively

• A unique feature, called “What Managers Are Reading,” that provides all-new concise

summaries of recent best-selling books related to the chapter content

• Boxes within each chapter that focus on ethical questions in organizational behavior

• Special emphasis on practicality, as evidenced by the expansion of “Advice to Future

Managers” to guide managers toward improved practice of organizational behavior

• The inclusion of an appendix, which encourages students to insert their scores from the

“Assess Your Own Skills” exercise, compare their own assessments with those of others,

and develop a personalized self-improvement plan

• The development of a “Generating OB Insights” exercise at the end of each chapter, in

which students are encouraged to review the text material and create a set of ten key

insights gained that will help them build a strong base of OB knowledge

LEARNING AIDS

Major features included in each chapter are chapter objectives, introductory quotations and

incidents, a chapter summary, terms and concepts for review, and true case incidents for

analysis in terms of chapter ideas. All chapters contain thorough and up-to-date references

that provide a rich source of additional information for the interested reader. These come

from a wide variety of sources, covering both academic and practitioner-related publications,

to demonstrate that useful knowledge and illustrations can be found in many places. I en-

courage students to refer to these references regularly, as they not only indicate the source of

information but often provide an interesting historical perspective on an issue or a counter-

vailing viewpoint. There are also numerous discussion questions, many of which require

thought, encourage insight, or invite readers to analyze their own experiences in terms of the

ideas in the chapter. Other questions suggest appropriate group projects. Each chapter also

contains an experiential exercise to involve students in the application of a chapter concept.
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INSTRUCTIONAL AIDS
Since this book has been used in classrooms for eleven previous editions, several classroom-

proven instructional aids have been developed and refined over the years:

Instructor’s Manual/Test Bank, prepared by 
Amit Shah (Frostburg State University)

The Instructor’s Manual portion of this supplement is designed to save instructors time.

It includes sample assignment sheets for quarter and semester schedules; chapter synopses;

teaching suggestions; a detailed analysis for each of the end-of-chapter case incidents; and

suggested answers to the end-of-chapter discussion questions and cases in the last part of

the text. Blank lines are incorporated throughout the teaching material so that instructors

can write notes about the subject matter. The Test Bank portion contains multiple-choice

and true-false questions for each of the text’s chapters and solutions for each.

Computerized Test Bank
A computerized version of the printed Test Bank is available on a CD-ROM that contains

both Mac and Windows versions. This powerful system, which has online testing capabili-

ties, allows tests to be prepared quickly and easily. Instructors can view questions as they

are selected for a test; scramble questions; add, delete, and edit questions; select questions

by type, objective, and difficulty level; and view and save tests.

Overhead Transparencies
A set of color transparencies is available to help instructors demonstrate key principles and

concepts during their lectures. Transparencies consist of illustrations from other sources

that will supplement text material, as well as selected text figures.

PowerPoint Presentations
The color Overhead Transparencies will also be available as slides for Microsoft

PowerPoint 97.

McGraw-Hill Video Series in Organizational Behavior
Videos, selected from NBC News Archives, are available for instructors to enhance their

lectures.
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Chapter One

The Dynamics
of People and
Organizations
People tend to be very effective at managing relationships when they can

understand and control their own emotions and can empathize with the

feelings of others.

Daniel Goleman1

All in all, a wealth of [organizational behavior] strategies are available to

help practitioners improve their organization’s operations.

Karlene H. Roberts, et al.2

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES

TO UNDERSTAND

• The Meaning of Organizational Behavior

• The Key Goals and Forces with Which It Is Concerned

• Basic Concepts of Organizational Behavior

• Major Approaches Taken in This Book

• How Organizational Behavior Affects Organizational Performance

• Limitations of Organizational Behavior

Chris Hoffman graduated from college and was excited to begin her new job as a
sales representative with IBM. The first few months at work were extremely hectic for
her. She attended numerous formal training sessions, learned about the wide array of
products she was to sell, and tried hard to understand the complex and fluid nature
of her new employer.

Returning to her home late one night, she was too confused to fall asleep imme-
diately. Many questions raced through her mind, based on her observations at work
in recent weeks: “Why are some of my colleagues more successful than others? How
can we act as a team when we are working out of our homes and interacting pri-
marily through our laptop computers? How will I ever learn to handle the stress of
meeting my sales quotas? Why doesn’t my colleague Carrie cooperate with me when
I ask her for assistance? Why does my manager ask me for suggestions, and then go
ahead without using my input? How is the new ’IBM culture’ different from the old
one? And why is it constantly changing, anyway?”



Chris is already learning some key facts about life at work. Organizations are complex

systems. If Chris wishes to be an effective employee and later a manager, she’ll need to un-

derstand how such systems operate. Organizations like IBM effectively combine people

and science—humanity and technology. With the rapid discoveries and improvements that

science has provided in the past century, mastering technology itself is difficult enough.

When you add people to this situation, you get an immensely complex sociotechnical sys-

tem that almost defies understanding. However, the progress of society in the twenty-first

century depends heavily on understanding and managing effective organizations today.

Chris also sees that human behavior in organizations is sometimes unpredictable. The be-

havior of her colleagues, manager, and customers arises from their deep-seated needs, lifetime

experiences, and personal value systems. However, human behavior in an organization can be

partially understood by studying and applying the frameworks of behavioral science, manage-

ment, and other disciplines; exploring the various facets of such behavior is the objective of

this book. There are no perfect solutions to organizational problems, as Chris will soon dis-

cover. However, employees can increase their understanding and skills so that work relation-

ships can be substantially upgraded. The task is challenging, but the results are worthwhile.

On occasion, Chris may become so frustrated that she will be tempted to withdraw from

her job. The uncooperative colleague may limit Chris’s effectiveness; the behavior of her

manager may sometimes be difficult to understand. Whether she likes the behavior of these

individuals or not, Chris does not have the luxury of not working with or relating to other

people. Therefore, it is imperative that she learn about human behavior, explore how to im-

prove her interpersonal skills, and begin to manage her relationships with others at work.

These are areas where knowledge of organizational behavior can make a significant con-

tribution to her effectiveness.

UNDERSTANDING ORGANIZATIONAL BEHAVIOR

To provide an understanding of what goes on at the workplace, it is useful to begin with the

definition, goals, forces, and major characteristics of organizational behavior (OB). Later

in the chapter we introduce the key concepts that OB deals with, lay out the four basic

approaches taken in this book, and identify some factors that limit the success of OB.

Definition
Organizational behavior is the systematic study and careful application of knowledge

about how people—as individuals and as groups—act within organizations. It strives to

identify ways in which people can act more effectively. Organizational behavior is a scien-

tific discipline in which a large number of research studies and conceptual developments

are constantly adding to its knowledge base. It is also an applied science, in that informa-

tion about effective practices in one organization is being extended to many others.

Organizational behavior provides a useful set of tools at many levels of analysis. For

example, it helps managers look at the behavior of individuals within an organization. It also

aids their understanding of the complexities involved in interpersonal relations, when two

people (two co-workers or a superior–subordinate pair) interact. At the next level, organiza-

tional behavior is valuable for examining the dynamics of relationships within small groups,

both formal teams and informal groups. When two or more groups need to coordinate their

efforts, such as engineering and sales, managers become interested in the intergroup rela-

tions that emerge. Finally, organizations can also be viewed, and managed, as whole systems

that have interorganizational relationships (e.g., mergers and joint ventures).

Organizational behavior, as a relatively new discipline, has experienced some difficulty

emerging as a clearly defined field of study and application. There is a lack of consensus
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regarding its unit of analysis (individual, group, or total organization), its greatest need (as

a source of empirical data and integrating theory, or as a basis for applied information), its

major focus (micro or macro issues), and its major contributions to date. This lack of clear

definition has been compounded by the multiple criteria that can be used to assess its ef-

fectiveness. Issues here include identification of the relevant stakeholders, short or long

time frame to wait for results, and reliance on soft or hard data (perceptions or records). All

these issues deserve attention and clarification.

Goals
Most sciences share four goals—to describe, understand, predict, and control some phenom-

ena. These are also the goals of organizational behavior. The first objective is to

describe, systematically, how people behave under a variety of conditions. Achieving this goal

allows managers to communicate about human behavior at work using a common language.

For example, one benefit from the study of this book is the acquisition of a new vocabulary

about organizational behavior (see, for example, the Glossary at the end of this book).

A second goal is to understand why people behave as they do. Managers would be highly

frustrated if they could only talk about behaviors of their employees, but not understand the

reasons behind those actions. Therefore, inquisitive managers learn to probe for underlying

explanations. Predicting future employee behavior is another goal of organizational behav-

ior. Ideally, managers would have the capacity to predict which employees might be dedi-

cated and productive or which ones might be absent, tardy, or disruptive on a certain day (so

that managers could take preventive actions). The final goal of organizational behavior is to

control, at least partially, and develop some human activity at work. Since managers are held

responsible for performance outcomes, they are vitally interested in being able to make an

impact on employee behavior, skill development, team effort, and productivity. Managers

need to be able to improve results through the actions they and their employees take, and

organizational behavior can aid them in their pursuit of this goal.

Some people may fear that the tools of organizational behavior will be used to limit their

freedom and take away their rights. Although that scenario is possible, it is not likely, for

the actions of most managers today are subject to intense scrutiny. Managers need to re-

member that organizational behavior is a human tool for human benefit. It applies broadly

to the behavior of people in all types of organizations, such as businesses, government,

schools, and service organizations. Wherever organizations are, there is a need to describe,

understand, predict, and better manage human behavior.

Forces
A complex set of forces affects the nature of organizations today. A wide array of issues and

trends in these forces can be classified into four areas—people, structure, technology, and

the environment in which the organization operates (see Figure 1.1). When people work to-

gether in an organization to accomplish an objective, some kind of structure of formal re-

lationships is required. People also use technology to help get the job done, so people,

structure, and technology interact. In addition, these elements are influenced by the exter-

nal environment, and they influence it. Each of the four forces affecting organizational

behavior, and some illustrations of each, is considered briefly in the following sections.

People People make up the internal social system of the organization. That system con-

sists of individuals and groups, and large groups as well as small ones. There are unofficial,

informal groups and more official, formal ones. Groups are dynamic. They form, change,

and disband. People are the living, thinking, feeling beings who work in the organization to

achieve their objectives. We must remember that organizations exist to serve people, rather

than people existing to serve organizations.
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The human organization of today is not the same as it was yesterday, or the day before.

In particular, the workforce has become richly diverse, which means that employees bring

a wide array of educational backgrounds, talents, and perspectives to their jobs. Occasion-

ally, this diversity presents challenges for management to resolve, as when some employ-

ees express themselves through alternative dress or jewelry, while others present unique

challenges through their unique lifestyles and recreational interests. Other employees have

examined their values and are determined to put their personal goals ahead of total com-

mitment to the organization. Managers need to be tuned in to these diverse patterns and

trends, and be prepared to adapt to them.

Some of the changes in the labor force are as follows: There has been a decline in the work

ethic and a rise in emphasis on leisure, self-expression, fulfillment, and personal growth.

The automatic acceptance of authority by employees has decreased, while desires for partici-

pation, autonomy, and control have increased. At the same time, several major factors are

affecting the workforce. Skills become obsolete as a result of technological advances, and

manual workers must either be retrained for knowledge-oriented jobs or be displaced. Secu-

rity needs become foremost in the minds of millions of workers (and loyalty diminishes)

because of the threat or the reality of downsizings and outsourcings. And even in eras of con-

trolled inflation, the absence of meaningful salary growth for many employees has placed

renewed emphasis on money as a motivator.

Indeed, a new labor force has emerged, and management’s leadership practices must

change to match the new conditions. These fast-moving developments have given new em-

phasis to leadership ability. Some companies are discovering that demonstrating a sense of

caring, really listening to employees, and being concerned with both competence and rela-

tionships are among the keys to the motivation of the present workforce. Other companies

are urging their managers to respond to a diverse workforce by building pride without de-

valuing others, empowering some without exploiting others, and demonstrating openness,

confidence, authentic compassion, and vulnerability.3

Structure Structure defines the formal relationship and use of people in organizations.

Different jobs are required to accomplish all of an organization’s activities. There are man-

agers and employees, accountants and assemblers. These people have to be related in some

structural way so that their work can be effectively coordinated. These relationships create

complex problems of cooperation, negotiation, and decision making.

Many organizational structures have become flatter (containing fewer levels, a goal of-

ten attained by cutting middle-management positions). This downsizing and restructuring

has occurred as a result of the pressure to lower costs while remaining competitive. Other

Chapter 1 The Dynamics of People and Organizations 5

FIGURE 1.1

Key Forces Affecting

Organizational

Behavior

People

• Individuals

• Groups

Environment

•  Government

•  Competition

•  Societal pressures

Structure

•  Jobs

•  Relationships

Technology

•  Machinery

•  Computer hardware and software

Organizational behavior



structures have grown more complex as a result of mergers, acquisitions, and new ventures.

Several organizations have experimented with hiring contingent workforces (temporary,

part-time, or contract employees). Finally, many firms have moved from a traditional to a

team-based structure (a trend that is discussed in Chapter 13).

Technology Technology provides the resources with which people work and affects the

tasks that they perform. They cannot accomplish much with their bare hands, so they con-

struct buildings, design machines, create work processes, and assemble resources. The

technology used has a significant influence on working relationships. An assembly line is

not the same as a research laboratory, and a steel mill does not have the same working con-

ditions as a hospital. The great benefit of technology is that it allows people to do more and

better work, but it also restricts people in various ways. It has costs as well as benefits. Ex-

amples of the impact of technology include the increasing use of robots and automated con-

trol systems in assembly lines, the dramatic shift from a manufacturing to a service econ-

omy, the impressive advances in computer hardware and software capabilities, the rapid

move toward widespread use of the information highway (Internet), and the need to re-

spond to societal demands for improved quality of goods and services at acceptable prices.

Each of these technological advancements, in its own way, places increased pressure on OB

to maintain the delicate balance between technical and social systems.

Environment All organizations operate within an internal and an external environment.

A single organization does not exist alone. It is part of a larger system that contains many

other elements, such as government, the family, and other organizations. Numerous

changes in the environment create demands on organizations. Citizens expect organizations

to be socially responsible; new products and competition for customers come from around

the globe; the direct impact of unions (as measured by the proportion of the labor force that

is unionized) diminishes; the dramatic pace of change in society quickens. All these

factors—but especially the rapid globalization of the marketplace, whose impact on OB

is discussed in Chapter 16—influence one another in a complex system that creates a

dynamic (even chaotic) context for a group of people.

Individual organizations, such as a factory or a school, cannot escape being influenced

by this external environment. It influences the attitudes of people, affects working condi-

tions, and provides competition for resources and power. It must be considered in the study

of human behavior in organizations.

Positive Characteristics of the Organizational Behavior Field
One major strength of organizational behavior is its interdisciplinary nature. It integrates the

behavioral sciences (the systematic body of knowledge pertaining to why and how people

behave as they do) with other social sciences that can contribute to the subject. It applies

from these disciplines any ideas that will improve the relationships between people and or-

ganizations. Its interdisciplinary nature is similar to that of medicine, which applies knowl-

edge from the physical, biological, and social sciences into a workable medical practice.

Another strength of organizational behavior is its emerging base of research knowledge,

models, and conceptual frameworks. The field of organizational behavior has grown in depth

and breadth, and it will continue to mature. The keys to its past and future success revolve

around the related processes of theory development, research, and managerial practice.

Theories (see What Managers are Reading) offer explanations of how and why people

think, feel, and act as they do. Theories identify important variables and link them to form

tentative propositions that can be tested through research. Good theories are also practical—

they address significant behavioral issues, they contribute to our understanding, and they

provide guidelines for managerial thought and action. You will be introduced to several prac-

tical and interesting theories in this book, presented in a straightforward fashion.

6 Part One Fundamentals of Organizational Behavior

Interdisciplinary



Research is the process of gathering and interpreting relevant evidence that will either

support a behavioral theory or help change it. Research hypotheses are testable statements

connecting the variables in a theory, and they guide the process of data collection. Data are

generated through various research methods, such as case studies, field and laboratory ex-

periments, and surveys.4 The results of these research studies, as reported in various jour-

nals, can affect both the theory being examined and future managerial practices.

Research is an ongoing process through which valuable behavioral knowledge is

continually uncovered. Examining a stream of research is like exploring the Mississippi

River from its gentle source in northern Minnesota to its powerful ending in the Gulf

of Mexico. Just as a trip down the entire river allows us to better appreciate its growth and

its impact, so does a review of research help us better understand how the major ideas in or-

ganizational behavior evolved over time. Consequently, the highlights of dozens of relevant

research studies are briefly presented to you in appropriate places in this text.

Neither research nor theory can stand alone and be useful, however. Managers apply the

theoretical models to structure their thinking; they use research results to provide relevant

guides to their own situations. In these ways, theory and research form a natural and healthy

foundation for practice, which is the conscious application of conceptual models and

research results in order to improve individual and organizational performance at work.

Managers also have a vital role to play in the other direction—the development of the-

ory and conduct of research. Feedback from practitioners can suggest whether theories and

models are simple or complex, realistic or artificial, and useful or useless. Organizations

serve as research sites and provide the subjects for various studies. As shown in Figure 1.2,

there is a two-way interaction between each pair of processes, and all three processes are

critical to the future of organizational behavior. Better models must be developed, theory-

based research needs to be conducted, and managers need to be receptive to both sources

and apply them to their work.

Fortunately, a third major strength of organizational behavior is the increasing acceptance

of theory and research by practicing managers. This willingness of managers to explore

new ideas explains why this twelfth edition of Organizational Behavior includes a broad

sampling of theory and research results. Managers today are more receptive to new mod-

els, they support related research, and they hungrily experiment with new ideas. Examples

of this increasing dialogue between the world of science and the world of practice abound,

as seen in the experiments with self-managing teams, a practice which we describe later

7

What Managers Are Reading

Two best-selling authors and Harvard Business School professors argue that executives
should care deeply about management theory (causal connections between variables).
Despite the widespread misconception that theories are impractical, they are shown to
be valuable in two key ways: They help make predictions, and they help interpret and
understand present situations and explain why they occurred. As social psychologist
Kurt Lewin once said, “There’s nothing so practical as a good theory.”

Since every action that managers take and every decision they make is based on
some theory (implicit or explicit; valid or not), accepting and embracing theory, using
it constructively, and helping improve it are important for managers. Managers are
strongly urged to learn which theories will help them most and to differentiate be-
tween good and bad theories. In essence, managers should learn to become discerning
consumers of theory.

Source: Clayton M. Christensen and Michael E. Raynor, The Innovator’s Solution, Cambridge, MA:
Harvard Business School Press, 2003.

Increased acceptance
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(Chapter 13). These illustrate the kinds of organizational practices which, when coupled

with theory development and research, will continue to produce improved organizational

performance. Researchers have identified key questions, designed appropriate studies, and

reported the results and their conclusions. Others have examined related studies, and used

them to construct models and theories that explain sets of findings and help guide future

studies. As a result, organizational behavior has progressed substantially, and will continue

to be vitally important throughout the twenty-first century. Sample sources of OB theory,

research, and practice information are shown in Figure 1.2.

FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS

Every field of social science, or even physical science, has a philosophical foundation of

basic concepts that guide its development. In accounting, for example, a fundamental con-

cept is that “for every debit there will be a credit.” The entire system of double-entry

accounting was built on this equation when that system replaced single-entry bookkeeping

many years ago. In physics, a basic belief is that elements of nature are uniform. The law

of gravity operates uniformly in Tokyo and London, and an atom of hydrogen is identical

in Moscow and Washington, D.C. Even though such uniformity cannot be applied to

people, certain basic concepts regarding human behavior do exist.

As shown in Figure 1.3, organizational behavior starts with a set of fundamental con-

cepts revolving around the nature of people and organizations. These concepts are the
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Academy of Management Review Academy of Management Journal Academy of Management Executive

Human Relations Journal of Applied Psychology Organizational Dynamics

Administrative Science Quarterly Journal of Management Harvard Business Review

Psychological Bulletin Organizational Behavior and Business Horizons

Human Decision Processes

Annual Review of Psychology Journal of Organizational Behavior California Management Review

The Nature of People The Nature of Organizations

• Individual differences • Social systems
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enduring principles that form a strong foundation for OB. A summary of these ideas

follows, and they are woven into later chapters.

The Nature of People
With regard to people, there are six basic concepts: individual differences, perception, a

whole person, motivated behavior, desire for involvement, and value of the person.

Individual Differences People have much in common (they become excited by an

achievement; they are grieved by the loss of a loved one), but each person in the world is

also individually different (and we expect that all who follow will be different!). The idea

of individual differences is supported by science. Each person is different from all

others, probably in millions of ways, just as each person’s DNA profile is different, as far

as we know. And these differences are usually substantial rather than meaningless. Think,

for example, of a person’s billion brain cells and the billions of possible combinations of

connections and bits of experience that are stored there. All people are different, and this

diversity needs to be recognized and viewed as a valuable asset to organizations.

The idea of individual differences comes originally from psychology. From the day of

birth, each person is unique (the impact of nature), and individual experiences after birth

tend to make people even more different (the influence of nurture). Individual differences

mean that management can motivate employees best by treating them differently. If it were

not for individual differences, some standard, across-the-board way of dealing with em-

ployees could be adopted, and minimum judgment would be required thereafter. Individual

differences require that a manager’s approach to employees be individual, not statistical.

This belief that each person is different from all others is typically called the law of
individual differences.

Perception People look at the world and see things differently. Even when presented with

the same object, two people may view it in two different ways. Their view of their objective

environment is filtered by perception, which is the unique way in which each person sees,

organizes, and interprets things. People use an organized framework that they have built out

of a lifetime of experiences and accumulated values. Having unique views is another way

in which people act like human beings rather than rational machines.

Employees see their work worlds differently for a variety of reasons. They may differ in

their personalities, needs, demographic factors, and past experiences, or they may find

themselves in different physical settings, time periods, or social surroundings. Whatever the

reasons, they tend to act on the basis of their perceptions. Essentially, each person seems to

be saying, “I react not to an objective world, but to a world judged in terms of my own be-

liefs, values, and expectations.” This way of reacting reflects the process of selective per-
ception, in which people tend to pay attention to those features of their work environment

that are consistent with or reinforce their own expectations. Selective perceptions can not

only cause misinterpretations of single events at work but also lead to future rigidity in the

search for new experiences. Managers must learn to expect perceptual differences among

their employees, accept people as emotional beings, and manage them in individual ways.

A Whole Person Although some organizations may wish they could employ only a per-

son’s skill or brain, they actually employ a whole person rather than certain characteristics.

Different human traits may be studied separately, but in the final analysis they are all part

of one system making up a whole person. Skill does not exist apart from background or

knowledge. Home life is not totally separable from work life, and emotional conditions are

not separate from physical conditions. People function as total human beings.

For example, a supervisor wanted to hire a new telemarketer named Anika Wilkins. She was

talented, experienced, and willing to work the second shift. However, when Anika was offered
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the job, she responded by saying that she would need to start a half hour late on Wednesdays

because her child care service was not available until then. Also, since she had a minor hand-

icap, her workstation required a substantial adjustment in height. So her supervisor had to

consider her needs as a whole person, not just as a worker.

When management applies the principles of organizational behavior, it is trying to de-

velop a better employee, but it also wants to develop a better person in terms of growth and

fulfillment. Jobs shape people somewhat as they perform them, so management needs to

care about the job’s effect on the whole person. Employees belong to many organizations

other than their employer, and they play many roles inside and outside the firm. If the

whole person can be improved, then benefits will extend beyond the firm into the larger

society in which each employee lives.

Motivated Behavior From psychology we learn that normal behavior has certain causes.

These may relate to a person’s needs or the consequences that result from acts. In the case of

needs, people are motivated not by what we think they ought to have but by what they them-

selves want. To an outside observer, a person’s needs may be unrealistic, but they are still con-

trolling. This fact leaves management with two basic ways to motivate people. It can show

them how certain actions will increase their need fulfillment, or it can threaten decreased need

fulfillment if they follow an undesirable course of action. Clearly, a path toward increased need

fulfillment is the better approach. Motivation is essential to the operation of organizations. No

matter how much technology and equipment an organization has, these resources cannot be put

to use until they are released and guided by people who have been motivated.

Desire for Involvement Many employees today are actively seeking opportunities at work

to become involved in relevant decisions, thereby contributing their talents and ideas to the

organization’s success. They hunger for the chance to share what they know and to learn

from the experience. Consequently, organizations need to provide opportunities for mean-

ingful involvement. This can be achieved through employee empowerment—a practice that

will result in mutual benefit for both parties (see Chapter 8).

Value of the Person People deserve to be treated differently from other factors of pro-

duction (land, capital, technology) because they are of a higher order in the universe. Be-

cause of this distinction, they want to be treated with caring, respect, and dignity; increas-

ingly, they demand such treatment from their employers. They refuse to accept the old idea

that they are simply economic tools. They want to be valued for their skills and abilities and

to be provided with opportunities to develop themselves.

The Nature of Organizations
With regard to organizations, the three key concepts are that they are social systems, they

are formed on the basis of mutual interest, and they must treat employees ethically.

Social Systems From sociology we learn that organizations are social systems; conse-

quently, activities therein are governed by social laws as well as psychological laws. Just as

people have psychological needs, they also have social roles and status. Their behavior is

influenced by their group as well as by their individual drives. In fact, two types of social

systems exist side by side in organizations. One is the formal (official) social system, and

the other is the informal social system.

The existence of a social system implies that the organizational environment is one of

dynamic change rather than a static set of relations as pictured on an organization chart. All

parts of the system are interdependent, and each part is subject to influence by any other

part. Everything is related to everything else.

The effects of the broader social system can be seen in the experience of a supervisor,

Glenda Ortiz. Ortiz disciplined an employee for a safety violation. The action was within the

rules and considered routine by Ortiz. However, the local union already was upset because
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of what it considered to be unfair discipline for safety violations in another branch of the

company. It wanted to show sympathy for its fellow members in the other branch, and it also

wanted to show management that it would not accept similar treatment in this branch. In

addition, the union president, Jimmie Swallen, was running for reelection, and he wanted to

show members that he was protecting their interests.

The union encouraged the employee to file a grievance about Ortiz’s action, and the sim-

ple disciplinary matter became a complex labor relations problem that consumed the time of

many people before it was resolved.

The idea of a social system provides a framework for analyzing organizational

behavior issues. It helps make organizational behavior problems understandable and

manageable.

Mutual Interest Organizations need people, and people need organizations. Organiza-

tions have a human purpose. They are formed and maintained on the basis of some

mutuality of interest among their participants. Managers need employees to help them

reach organizational objectives; people need organizations to help them reach individual

objectives.5 If mutuality is lacking, trying to assemble a group and develop cooperation

makes no sense, because there is no common base on which to build. As shown in

Figure 1.4, mutual interest provides a superordinate goal—one that can be attained only

through the integrated efforts of individuals and their employers.

Ethics In order to attract and retain valuable employees in an era in which good workers

are constantly recruited away, organizations must treat employees in an ethical fashion.

More and more firms are recognizing this need and are responding with a variety of

programs to ensure a higher standard of ethical performance by managers and employees

alike. Companies have established codes of ethics, publicized statements of ethical values,

provided ethics training, rewarded employees for notable ethical behavior, publicized pos-

itive role models, and set up internal procedures to handle misconduct. They have begun to

recognize that since organizational behavior always involves people, ethical philosophy is

involved in one way or another in each action they take. (See “What Managers Are Read-

ing.”) Because of the importance of ethics, this theme will be addressed periodically

throughout the text.

What Managers Are Reading

Two management consultants, Doug Lennick and Fred Kiel, define moral intelligence
as “the ability to differentiate right from wrong as defined by universal principles.” A
combination of behavior and smarts, moral intelligence builds on universal virtues to
help leaders achieve personal and business goals. The authors argue that behaving
morally is not only right, but also good for business.

With a premise that people are “born to be moral,” Lennick and Kiel suggest that
four key elements underlie moral intelligence:

• Integrity (acting consistently with one’s values)

• Responsibility (willingness to accept accountability for the consequences of our ac-
tions and admit mistakes and failures)

• Compassion (caring about others)

• Forgiveness (recognizing that others will make mistakes, and accepting them)

These four elements can become competencies if managers proceed through a three-
step process encompassing self-awareness, self-disclosure, and discovery of strengths
and weaknesses in others.

Source: Doug Lennick and Fred Kiel, Moral Intelligence: Enhancing Business Performance and Leader-
ship Success, Philadelphia: Wharton School Publishing, 2005.
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When the organization’s goals and actions are ethical, individual, organizational, and so-

cial objectives are more likely to be met. People find more satisfaction in work when there is

cooperation and teamwork. They are learning, growing, and contributing. The organization is

also more successful, because it operates more effectively. Quality is better, service is im-

proved, and costs are reduced. Perhaps the greatest beneficiary is society itself, because it has

better products and services, more capable citizens, and an overall climate of cooperation and

progress. There is a three-party win-win-win result in which there need not be any losers.

BASIC APPROACHES OF THIS BOOK

Organizational behavior seeks to integrate the four elements of people, structure, technol-

ogy, and environment. It rests on an interdisciplinary foundation of fundamental concepts

about the nature of people and organizations. The four basic approaches—human re-

sources, contingency, results-oriented, and systems—are interwoven throughout subsequent

chapters (Figure 1.5).

A Human Resources (Supportive) Approach
The human resources approach is developmental. It is concerned with the growth and

development of people toward higher levels of competency, creativity, and fulfillment, be-

cause people are the central resource in any organization and any society. The nature of the

human resources approach can be understood by comparing it with the traditional manage-

ment approach of the early 1900s. In the traditional approach, managers decided what

should be done and then closely controlled employees to ensure task performance. Man-

agement was directive and controlling.
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The human resources approach, on the other hand, is supportive. It helps employees be-

come better, more responsible people, and then it tries to create a climate in which they may

contribute to the limits of their improved abilities.6 It assumes that expanded capabilities

and opportunities for people will lead directly to improvements in operating effectiveness.

Work satisfaction also will be a direct result when employees make fuller use of their abil-

ities. Essentially, the human resources approach means that better people achieve better

results. It is somewhat illustrated by the ancient proverb that follows:

Give a person a fish, and you feed that person for a day;

Teach a person to fish, and you feed that person for life.

Another name for the human resources approach is the supportive approach, because

the manager’s primary role changes from control of employees to active support of their

growth and performance. The supportive model of organizational behavior is more fully

discussed in Chapter 2.

A CONTINGENCY APPROACH

Traditional management searched for principles to provide “one best way” of managing. There

was a correct way to organize, to delegate, and to divide work. The correct way applied re-

gardless of the type of organization or situation involved. Management principles were con-

sidered to be universal. As the field of organizational behavior developed, many of its follow-

ers initially supported the concept of universality. Behavioral ideas were supposed to apply in

any type of situation. One example was the belief that employee-oriented leadership should

consistently be better than task-oriented leadership, whatever the circumstances. An occasional

exception might be admitted, but in general early ideas were applied in a universal manner.

The more accepted view in the twenty-first century is that few across-the-board con-

cepts apply in all instances. Situations are much more complex than first perceived, and

the different variables may require different behavioral approaches. The result is the

contingency approach to organizational behavior, which means that different situations

require different behavioral practices for greatest effectiveness.

The key question is when to use a specific approach, which is a point often overlooked in a

discussion of contingency OB. Solid theory and careful use of research findings can help move

managers beyond the glib statement of “it all depends.” The whole point of becoming familiar

with OB research findings and relevant OB models is to help managers find the answers to the

“when” question. Managers need to know under what conditions they should choose one

behavioral approach over another, and the contingency framework can help them do this.

No longer is there one best way. Each situation must be analyzed carefully to determine

the significant variables that exist in order to establish the kinds of practices that will be

most effective. The strength of the contingency approach is that it encourages analysis of

each situation prior to action while at the same time discouraging habitual practice based

on universal assumptions about people. The contingency approach also is more interdisci-

plinary, more system-oriented, and more research-oriented than the traditional approach.

Thus it helps managers use in the most appropriate manner all the current knowledge about

people in organizations.

A Results-Oriented Approach
All organizations need to achieve some relevant outcomes, or results. A dominant goal for

many is to be productive, so this results orientation is a common thread woven through

organizational behavior. Productivity, at its simplest, is a ratio that compares units of
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output with units of input, often against a predetermined standard. If more outputs can be

produced from the same amount of inputs, productivity is improved. Or if fewer inputs can

be used to produce the same amount of outputs, productivity has increased. The idea of pro-

ductivity does not imply that one should produce more output; rather, it is a measure of how

efficiently one produces whatever output is desired. Consequently, better productivity is a

valuable measure of how well resources are used in society. It means that less is consumed

to produce each unit of output. There is less waste and better conservation of resources—a

result increasingly valued by many in society.

Productivity often is measured in terms of economic inputs and outputs, but human and

social inputs and outputs also are important. For example, if better organizational behavior

can improve job satisfaction, a human output or result occurs. In the same manner, when

employee development programs lead to a by-product of better citizens in a community, a

valuable social result occurs. Organizational behavior decisions typically involve human,

social, or economic issues, and so a number of results-oriented outcomes of effective orga-

nizational behavior are discussed throughout this book.

Many of these measures are interwined in the popular practice of total quality man-
agement (TQM). TQM is an integrated attempt to improve the quality of a firm’s prod-

ucts or services through a variety of techniques and training. It typically focuses on creat-

ing high customer satisfaction through listening carefully to customers, building

partnerships with suppliers, searching for continuous improvements in operational meth-

ods, training employees in the understanding and use of statistical tools, and meaningfully

involving employees in team-based systems.

A Formula The role that organizational behavior plays in creating organizational results

is illustrated by a set of factors and the relationships between the factors (Figure 1.6). Let

us look first at a worker’s ability. It is generally accepted that the product of knowledge and

one’s skill in applying it constitute the human trait called ability (see equation 1). Abilities

can be improved through hiring better workers (e.g., those with high potential for learning,

greater previous experience, and a desire to succeed) or providing existing employees with

job-related training. Motivation results from a person’s attitudes reacting in a specific situ-

ation (see equation 2). This book emphasizes employee attitudes (covered in depth in Chap-

ter 9) and how they are affected by situational factors (such as leadership, discussed in

Chapter 7) to determine motivation.

The interaction of motivation and ability determines a person’s potential perfor-

mance in any activity (see equation 3). Of course, organizational behavior also plays

a part in motivating workers to acquire the other factor, ability. The potential for hu-

man performance has to be mixed with resources, and a worker must be given the

opportunity to perform to get organizational results (as indicated by equation 4).7

Resources, such as tools, power, and supplies, relate primarily to economic, material,

and technical factors in an organization. Organizational behavior plays a key role in

providing the opportunity to perform, as we discuss in the need for empowerment in

Chapter 8.
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1. Knowledge  skill  ability

2. Attitude  situation  motivation

3. Ability  motivation  potential human performance

4. Potential performance  resources  opportunity  organizational results
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A Systems Approach
Treating an organization as a system is critically important to its success. The fundamental

elements of the systems approach include:

1. There are many variables within a system.

2. The parts of a system are interdependent (one part affects many other parts and is

affected by many in a complex way).

3. There are many subsystems contained within larger systems.

4. Systems generally require inputs, engage in some process, and produce outputs.

5. The input-process-output mechanism is cyclical and self-sustaining (it is ongoing, repet-

itive, and uses feedback to adjust itself).

6. Systems produce both positive and negative results.

7. Systems produce both intended and unintended consequences.

8. The consequences of systems may be short-term, long-term, or both.

Thus, the systems approach compels managers to take a holistic view of the subject.

Holistic organizational behavior interprets people-organization relationships in terms

of the whole person, whole group, whole organization, and whole social system. It takes an

across-the-board view of people in organizations in an effort to understand as many of the

factors as possible that influence people’s behavior. Issues are analyzed in terms of the to-

tal situation affecting them rather than in terms of an isolated event or problem.

A systems viewpoint should be the concern of every person in an organization. The

clerk at a service counter, the machinist, and the manager all work with people and thereby

influence the behavioral quality of life in an organization and the organization’s outputs.

Managers, however, tend to have a larger responsibility, because they are the ones who

make more of the decisions affecting human issues, and most of their daily activities are

people-related. The role of managers, then, is to use organizational behavior to help achieve

individual, organizational, and societal goals. Managers help build an organizational cul-

ture in which talents are utilized and further developed, people are motivated, teams

become productive, organizations achieve their goals, and society reaps the rewards.

However, negative effects as well as positive effects sometimes result from the be-

havioral actions of managers. A cost-benefit analysis is needed to determine whether

potential actions will have a net positive or net negative effect (see Figure 1.7). Man-

agers need to ask themselves what they might gain from rigid adherence to a policy,

from a new reward system, or from different methods of organizing work. At the same

time, they need to recognize that any actions they take may incur both direct and indi-

rect costs. These costs can include work slowdowns, higher absenteeism rates, or other

consequences of worker dissatisfaction. The process of creating a cost-benefit analysis

also forces managers to look beyond the immediate implications of their actions.
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Making such an analysis would have been beneficial for the supervisor in this furniture

factory:

In the upholstery department of a furniture factory, a supervisor refused to allow an em-

ployee to take leave without pay to attend the funeral of a second cousin in a city 200 miles

away. The employee claimed that special family relationships with this cousin required her

attendance, and she took two days off without permission. When she returned, the supervisor

disciplined her by giving her one day off without pay. Employees in other departments heard

about the incident, and they felt that the discipline was unfair; so all plant employees walked

off the job in a wildcat strike, threatening to remain off the job until the supervisor withdrew

her penalty. The supervisor had failed to realize that actions in her department could have

effects beyond that department in the larger factory system.

The systems approach applies especially to the social system and the idea of organiza-

tional culture discussed in Chapter 4.

LIMITATIONS OF ORGANIZATIONAL BEHAVIOR

This book is written from a specialized point of view that emphasizes primarily the human

side of organizations and the kinds of benefits that attention to that side can bring. We con-

tinually report research results identifying payoffs in the areas of absenteeism, turnover,

stress levels, and employee performance. Nevertheless, we also recognize the limitations of

organizational behavior. It will not abolish conflict and frustration; it can only reduce them.

It is a way to improve, not an absolute answer to problems. Furthermore, it is but part of the

whole cloth of an organization. We can discuss organizational behavior as a separate sub-

ject, but to apply it, we must tie it to the whole of reality. Improved organizational behavior

will not (by itself ) solve unemployment. It will not make up for our own deficiencies. It

cannot substitute for poor planning, inept organizing, or inadequate controls. It is only one

of many systems operating within a larger social system. This section is designed to alert

you to three major limitations of OB (behavioral bias, diminishing returns, and unethical

manipulation), as well as some other problems.

Behavioral Bias

People who lack system understanding and become superficially infatuated with OB may

develop a behavioral bias, which gives them a narrow viewpoint that emphasizes satis-

fying employee experiences while overlooking the broader system of the organization in re-

lation to all its publics. Concern for employees can be so greatly overdone that the original

purpose of bringing people together—productive organizational outputs for society—is

lost. Sound organizational behavior should help achieve organizational purposes, not re-

place them. The person who ignores the needs of people as consumers of organizational

outputs while championing employee needs is misapplying the ideas of organizational be-

havior. To assume that the objective of OB is simply to create a satisfied workforce is a mis-

take, for that goal will not automatically translate into new products and outstanding cus-

tomer service. Moreover, the person who pushes production outputs without regard for

employee needs is misapplying organizational behavior. Sound organizational behavior rec-

ognizes a social system in which many types of human needs are served in many ways.

Behavioral bias can be so misapplied that it harms employees as well as the organiza-

tion. Some people, in spite of their good intentions, so overwhelm others with care that

the recipients of such care are emotionally smothered and reduced to dependent—and

unproductive—indignity. They become content, not fulfilled. They find excuses for failure

rather than take responsibility for progress. They lack self-discipline and self-respect. As
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happened with scientific management years ago, concern for people can be misapplied by

overeager partisans until it becomes harmful.

The Law of Diminishing Returns
Overemphasis on an organizational behavior practice may produce negative results, as in-

dicated by the law of diminishing returns.8 It is a limiting factor in organizational be-

havior the same way that it is in economics. In economics the law of diminishing returns

refers to a declining amount of extra outputs when more of a desirable input is added to an

economic situation. After a certain point, the output from each unit of added input tends to

become smaller. The added output eventually may reach zero and even continue to decline

when more units of input are added.

The law of diminishing returns in organizational behavior works in a similar way. It

states that at some point, increases of a desirable practice produce declining returns, eventually

zero returns, and then negative returns as more increases are added. The concept implies

that for any situation there is an optimum amount of a desirable practice, such as recogni-

tion or participation. When that point is exceeded, there is a decline in returns. In other

words, the fact that a practice is desirable does not mean that more of it is more desirable.

More of a good thing is not necessarily good.

The diminishing returns associated with various incentives for enlisting in the U.S. Navy

were studied in interviews with 1,700 civilian males. Substantially different levels of incen-

tives were offered: $1,000 versus $3,000 bonuses, two years versus four years of free college,

and 10 versus 25 percent of base pay for exceptional performance. None of the three larger

incentives produced more favorable dispositions to enlist. In fact, the respondents found the

10 percent bonus more attractive, leading the researchers to conclude that not only is more

not necessarily better but it “can be worse.”9

Diminishing returns may not apply to every human situation, but the idea applies so widely

that it is of general use. Furthermore, the exact point at which an application becomes exces-

sive will vary with the circumstances, but an excess can be reached with nearly any practice.

Why does the law of diminishing returns exist? Essentially, it is a system concept. It

applies because of the complex system relationships of many variables in a situation. The

facts state that when an excess of one variable develops, although that variable is desirable, it

tends to restrict the operating benefits of other variables so substantially that net effectiveness

declines. For example, too much security may lead to less employee initiative and growth.

This relationship shows that organizational effectiveness is achieved not by maximizing one

human variable but by combining all system variables together in a balanced way.

Unethical Manipulation of People
A significant concern about organizational behavior is that its knowledge and techniques

can be used to manipulate people unethically as well as to help them develop their poten-

tial. People who lack respect for the basic dignity of the human being could learn organi-

zational behavior ideas and use them for selfish ends. They could use what they know about

motivation or communication in the manipulation of people without regard for human

welfare. People who lack ethical values could use people in unethical ways.

The philosophy of organizational behavior is supportive and oriented toward human

resources. It seeks to improve the human environment and help people grow toward their

potential. However, the knowledge and techniques of this subject may be used for negative

as well as positive consequences. This possibility is true of knowledge in almost any field,

so it is no special limitation of organizational behavior. Nevertheless, we must be cautious

so that what is known about people is not used to manipulate them. The possibility of
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manipulation means that people in power in organizations must maintain high ethical and

moral integrity and not misuse their power. Without ethical leadership, the new knowledge

that is learned about people becomes a dangerous instrument for possible misuse. Ethical
leadership will recognize such principles as the following:10

• Social responsibility Responsibility to others arises whenever people have power in an

organization.

• Open communication The organization will operate as a two-way, open system, with

open receipt of inputs from people and open disclosure of its operations to them.

• Cost-benefit analysis In addition to economic costs and benefits, human and social

costs and benefits of an activity will be analyzed in determining whether to proceed with

the activity.

As the general population learns more about organizational behavior, it will be more dif-

ficult to manipulate people, but the possibility is always there. That is why society desper-

atively needs ethical leaders.

CONTINUING CHALLENGES

Seeking Quick Fixes
One problem that has plagued organizational behavior has been the tendency for business

firms to have short time horizons for the expected payoff from behavioral programs. This

search for a quick fix sometimes leads managers to embrace the newest fad, to address the

symptoms while neglecting underlying problems, or to fragment their efforts within the

firm. The emergence of organizational development programs that focus on systemwide

change (see Chapter 14) and the creation of long-term strategic plans for the management

of human resources has helped bring about more realistic expectations concerning em-

ployees as a productive asset.

Ethical managers will

not manipulate people.

1. Remember that your managerial actions have impli-

cations at one or more levels of OB: individual, in-

terpersonal, group, intergroup, and whole system.

Therefore, try to increase your skills by predicting

the results and monitoring the consequences of

your decisions.

2. Discipline yourself to read at least one item from

the literature in OB theory, research, and practice

each month. Search for applications from each.

3. Create an inventory of the observed differences you

see across your employees. Then state the implica-

tions of those differences (how will you treat them

based on what you know about them?).

4. Identify the ethical issues you face. Share these with

your employees so that they understand them.

5. Analyze the organizational results you are currently

responsible for. Identify which of the major contribut-

ing factors (knowledge, skill, attitude, situation, or

resources) is most under your control, and develop a

plan for improving that one.

6. Examine a potential change you are considering

making. Identify its costs and benefits, both direct

and indirect, and use that information to help de-

termine your decision.

7. When an employee problem or issue emerges, disci-

pline yourself to focus briefly on describing the un-

desirable behavior before attempting to under-

stand it or change it.

8. Force yourself to take a systems approach to orga-

nizational problems, by rigorously differentiating

the consequences of actions as positive versus neg-

ative, intended versus unintended, and short-term

versus long-term.

9. As your study of OB progresses, create an inventory

of your favorite behavioral concepts and practices.

Then caution yourself to avoid becoming overly bi-

ased in favor of these approaches.

10. When the pressure for rapid solutions to complex

problems rises, resist the tendency to search for

“quick fixes.”

Advice to Future Managers

Immediate expectations

are not realistic.
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Some management consultants and writers have been labeled “witch doctors” because of

their blind advocacy of a single approach as a way to solve an entire organization’s problems.

Some of the management concepts that have been blindly promoted by one or more authors

are management by objectives, job enlargement, sensitivity training, flextime, quality circles,

visioning, and strategic planning. Unfortunately, these quick fixes have often been promoted

on the basis of only interesting stories and personal anecdotes. Managers are urged to be

cautious consumers of these perspectives.11

Varying Environments
Another challenge that confronts organizational behavior is to see whether the ideas that

have been developed and tested during periods of organizational growth and economic

plenty will endure with equal success under new conditions. Specifically, the environment

in the future may be marked by shrinking demand, scarce resources, and more intense com-

petition. When organizations stagnate, decline, or have their survival threatened, there is ev-

idence that stress and conflict increase. Will the same motivational models be useful in these

situations? Are different leadership styles called for? Will the trend toward participative

processes be reversed? Since these and many other questions have no easy answers, tremen-

dous room for further development of organizational behavior still clearly exists.

Summary Organizational behavior is the systematic study and careful application of knowledge about

how people—as individuals and groups—act in organizations. Its goals are to make managers

more effective at describing, understanding, predicting, and controlling human behavior. Key

elements to consider are people, structure, technology, and the external environment. Organi-

zational behavior has emerged as an interdisciplinary field of value to managers. It builds on

an increasingly solid research foundation, and it draws upon useful ideas and conceptual

models from many of the behavioral sciences to make managers more effective.

Fundamental concepts of organizational behavior relate to the nature of people (indi-

vidual differences, perception, a whole person, motivated behavior, desire for involvement,

and value of the person) and to the nature of organizations (social systems, mutual interest,

and ethics). Managerial actions should be oriented holistically to attain superordinate goals

of interest to employees, the organization, and society. Effective management can best be

attained through the understanding and use of the human resources, contingency, results-

oriented, and systems approaches.

A behavioral bias, the law of diminishing returns, and unethical use of behavioral tools

can all limit the effectiveness of organizational behavior. Managers must guard against us-

ing OB as a quick fix and failing to recognize the impact of different environments. If these

factors are overcome, OB should produce a higher quality of life in which harmony within

each person, among people, and among the organizations of the future is enhanced.

Can organizational

behavior adapt to

change?



1. Define organizational behavior in your own words. Ask a friend outside of class or

work associate to do the same. Identify and explore the nature of any differences be-

tween the two definitions.

2. Assume that a friend states, “Organizational behavior is selfish and manipulative,

because it serves only the interests of management.” How would you respond?

3. As you begin to understand organizational behavior, why do you think it has become a

popular field of interest?

4. Consider the statement “Organizations need people, and people need organizations.”

Is this assertion true for all types of organizations? Give examples of where it is and

where it probably isn’t true.

5. Review the fundamental concepts that form the basis of organizational behavior.

Which concepts do you think are more important than the others? Explain.

6. Select one of your work associates or friends. Identify the qualities that make that per-

son substantially different from you. In what ways are you basically similar? Which

dominates, the differences or the similarities?

7. Discuss the major features of the social system in an organization where you have

worked. In what ways did that social system affect you and your job performance,

either positively or negatively?

8. Review the four approaches to organizational behavior. As you read this book, keep a

list of the ways in which those themes are reflected in each major topic.

9. Examine the formulas leading to effective organizational productivity. Which factors

do you think have the greatest potential for making a difference between organiza-

tions? What can be done to affect the other ones?

10. Are behavioral bias and diminishing returns from organizational behavior practices the

same or different? Discuss.

How well do you understand organizational behavior?

Read the following statements carefully. Circle the number on the response scale that

most closely reflects the degree to which each statement accurately describes you. Add up

your total points, and prepare a brief action plan for self-improvement. Be ready to report

your score for tabulation across the entire group.

Good Poor

description description

1. I thoroughly understand the nature 

and definition of organizational 

behavior. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

2. I can list and explain the four 

primary goals of organizational 

behavior. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

3. I feel comfortable explaining the 

interaction between theory, 

research, and practice in 

organizational behavior. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

4. I am fully aware of the ways in 

which people act on the basis of 

their perceived world. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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5. I believe that most employees 

have a strong desire to be 

involved in decision making. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

6. I feel comfortable explaining 

the role of ethics in organi-

zational behavior. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

7. I can easily summarize the

basic nature of the contingency

approach to organizational 

behavior. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

8. I can list and explain each of

the factors in the formula for 

producing organizational 

results. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9. I can explain why a systems 

approach to organizational 

behavior is appropriate. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

10. I understand the relationship 

among the systems viewpoint, 

behavioral bias, and the law 

of diminishing returns in 

organizational behavior. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Scoring and Interpretation
Add up your total points for the 10 questions. Record that number here, and report it when

it is requested . Finally, insert your total score into the “Assess and Improve Your

Own Organizational Behavior Skills” chart in the appendix.

• If you scored between 81 and 100 points, you appear to have a solid understanding of or-

ganizational behavior basics.

• If you scored between 61 and 80 points, you should take a close look at the items with

lower self-assessment scores and review the related material again.

• If you scored under 60 points, you should be aware that a weaker understanding of sev-

eral items could be detrimental to your future success as a manager. We encourage you

to review the entire chapter.

Now identify your three lowest scores, and write the question numbers here: ,

, . Write a brief paragraph, detailing to yourself an action plan for how you

might sharpen each of these skills.

The Transferred Sales Representative
Harold Burns served as district sales representative for an appliance firm. His district cov-

ered the central part of a midwestern state, and it included about 100 retail outlets. He had

been with the company for 20 years and in his present job and location for 5 years. During

that time he met his district sales quota each year.

One day Burns learned through local friends that the wife of a sales representative in

another district was in town to try to rent a house. She told the real estate agency that her

family would be moving there in a few days because her husband was replacing Burns.

When Burns heard this news, he refused to believe it.

Incident
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Ethics in Organizational Behavior
Examine the following statements. Assess each situation according to the degree to which

you believe a potential ethical problem is inherent in it. After recording your answers, meet

in small groups (three to five persons) and discuss any significant differences you find

among answers given by members of your group.

No ethical Ethical 

problem problem

1. A manager, following the law of 

individual differences, allows her 

six employees to establish their own

starting times for work each day. 0 1 2 3 4

2. A supervisor finds that members of

a certain minority group are faster 

workers than whites, and thereafter 

hires only those minorities for 

particular jobs. 0 1 2 3 4

3. An organization, frustrated over 

continual complaints about its 

appraisal system and pay, decides 

that “equal pay for all employees” 

(despite differences in their 

performance) will work best. 0 1 2 3 4

Experiential
Exercise

Two days later, on January 28, he received an express mail letter, postmarked the previ-

ous day, from the regional sales manager. The letter read:

Dear Harold:

Because of personnel vacancies we are requesting that you move to the Gunning district,

effective February 1. Mr. George Dowd from the Parsons district will replace you. Will you

please see that your inventory and property are properly transferred to him? I know that you

will like your new district. Congratulations!

Sincerely yours,

(Signature)

In the same mail he received his 20-year service pin. The accompanying letter from the

regional sales manager read:

Dear Harold:

I am happy to enclose your 20-year service pin. You have a long and excellent record with the

company. We are honored to give you this recognition, and I hope you will wear it proudly.

Our company is proud to have many long-service employees. We want you to know

that we take a personal interest in your welfare because people like you are the backbone of

our company.

Sincerely yours,

(Signature)

Harold Burns checked his quarterly sales bulletin and found that sales for the Gunning

district were running 10 percent below those in his present district.

Questions
1. Comment on the positive and negative events in this case as they relate to organizational

behavior.

2. Was a human resources approach to Burns applied in this instance? Discuss.



Chapter 1 The Dynamics of People and Organizations 23

An insight is a new and clear perception of a phenomenon, or an acquired ability to “see”

clearly something that you were unaware of previously. It is sometimes simply referred to

as an “ah ha! moment,” in which you have a minirevelation or reach a straightforward con-

clusion about a topic or issue.

Insights need not necessarily be dramatic, for what is an insight to one person may be

less important to another. The critical feature of insights is that they are relevant and mem-

orable for you; they should represent new knowledge, new frameworks, or new ways of

viewing things that you want to retain and remember over time.

Insights, then, are different from the information that you find in the “Advice for Future

Managers” boxes within the text. That advice is prescriptive and action-oriented; it indi-

cates a recommended course of action.

A useful way to think of OB insights is to assume that you are the only person who has

read the current chapter. You have been given the assignment to highlight, in your own

words, the major concepts (but not just summarize the whole chapter) that might stand out

for a naive audience who has never heard of the topic before. What 10 insights would you

share with them?

1. (Example) Astute managers need to study, appreciate, and use OB theory and

research.

2. _____________________________________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________________________________

4. _____________________________________________________________________

5. _____________________________________________________________________

6. _____________________________________________________________________

7. _____________________________________________________________________

8. _____________________________________________________________________

9. _____________________________________________________________________

10. _____________________________________________________________________

Generating
OB Insights

4. An organization is faced with a 

possible union certification 

election. To find out what 

employees are thinking, top 

management installs electronic 

eavesdropping equipment in 

the cafeteria. 0 1 2 3 4

5. A company hires a consulting 

firm to conduct an attitude survey 

of its employees. When the 

consultants suggest that they 

could code the questionnaires 

secretly so that responses could 

be traced back to individuals, the 

company agrees that it would 

be “interesting.” 0 1 2 3 4
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Chapter Two

Models of
Organizational
Behavior
It’s been a remarkable journey, painfully slow, from the days in which

companies succeeded—and for a time they succeeded stupendously—by

denying employees’ humanity.

Geoffrey Colvin1

In companies with positive employee relations, we can reasonably expect

to find lower turnover, increased commitment, and enhanced work

performance.

Eric J. Romero2

Chapter Objectives

TO UNDERSTAND

• The Elements of an Organizational Behavior System

• The Role of Management’s Philosophy and Paradigms

• Alternative Models of Organizational Behavior and Their Effects

• Trends in the Use of These Models

The author recently boarded a plane on a winter day in Minnesota and flew to
Phoenix. The differences between the weather conditions in the two geographical
areas were easily apparent. One was cold, damp, and windy; the other was warm,
dry, and calm. As a matter of fact, the temperature differential between the two cities
was over 100 degrees!



The differences between organizations can sometimes be equally extreme. In addition,

organizations have undergone tremendous changes during the past two centuries. Although

employers in early days had no systematic program for managing their employees, their

simple rules still exerted a powerful influence on the organization. Many of the old rules

are now out of date, and increasing numbers of organizations today are experimenting with

exciting new ways to attract and motivate their workers. A century from now, though,

people may look back on these practices and consider them outdated, too. Clearly, work

rules vary across organizations, time, and cultures.

Continuing the major themes introduced in Chapter 1 (human resources, contingency,

results-oriented, and systems/holistic approaches), this chapter presents five alternative mod-

els of organizational behavior. Some of these reflect more progressive approaches that are

well adapted to contemporary issues and trends. We see that even the words used to refer to

employees (such as “hands,” as contrasted to the use in some organizations of terms like

“associates” or “partners” to convey equality) tell a lot about the underlying model in use.

This chapter builds on the fundamental concepts presented in Chapter 1 by showing how

all behavioral factors can be combined to develop an effective organization. The interre-

lated elements of an organizational behavior system are offered as a road map for where

these elements appear in this book. After a brief review of the historical highlights of OB,

five alternative models of organizational behavior and several conclusions about the use of

these models are presented.

AN ORGANIZATIONAL BEHAVIOR SYSTEM

Organizations achieve their goals by creating, communicating, and operating an orga-
nizational behavior system, as shown in Figure 2.1. Major elements of a good

organizational behavior system are introduced on the following pages and presented in

detail throughout the book. These systems exist in every organization, but sometimes in

varying forms. They have a greater chance of being successful, though, if they have been

consciously created and regularly examined and updated to meet new and emerging

conditions. Updating is done by drawing upon the constantly growing behavioral science

base of knowledge mentioned in the previous chapter.

The primary purposes of organizational behavior systems are to identify and then help

manipulate the major human and organizational variables that affect the results organiza-

tions are trying to achieve. For some of these variables, managers can only be aware of

them and acknowledge their impact; for others, managers can exert some control over

them. The outcomes, or end results, are typically measured in various forms of three basic

criteria: performance (e.g., quantity and quality of products and services; level of customer

service), employee satisfaction (often exhibited through lower absenteeism, tardiness, or

turnover), or personal growth and development (the acquisition of lifelong knowledge and

skills leading to continued employability). The effect of organizational behavior practices

on these outcomes is discussed throughout this book.

Elements of the System
The system’s base rests on the fundamental beliefs and intentions of those who join to cre-

ate it (such as owners) and of the managers who currently administer it. The philosophy
(model) of organizational behavior held by management consists of an integrated set of

assumptions and beliefs about the way things are, the purpose for these activities, and the

way they should be. These philosophies are sometimes explicit, and occasionally implicit,

in the minds of managers. Five major organizational behavior philosophies—autocratic,
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custodial, supportive, collegial, and system—and their implications are discussed later in

this chapter. Figure 2.2 presents some typical elements of a philosophy statement.

The philosophy of organizational behavior held by a manager stems from two sources—

fact premises and value premises. Fact premises represent our descriptive view of how

the world behaves. They are drawn from both behavioral science research and our personal

experiences (important things we have learned). For example, you would not throw an
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• We are committed to quality, cost-effectiveness, and technical excellence.

• People should treat each other with consideration, trust, and respect.

• Each person is valuable, is unique, and makes a contribution.

• All employees should be unfailingly committed to excellent performance.

• Teamwork can, and should, produce far more than the sum of individual efforts.

Team members must be reliable and committed to the team.

• Innovation is essential.

• Open communications are important for attaining success.

• Decisions should be reached participatively.

FIGURE 2.2
Selected Elements of a

Philosophy Statement

FIGURE 2.1
An Organizational

Behavior System

Motivation

Formal

organization
Organizational

culture

Social

environment

Informal

organization

Quality of work life (QWL)

   Outcomes:

      •  Performance

       •  Employee satisfaction

      •  Personal growth and development

Management’s

Philosophy • Values • Vision • Mission • Goals

Leadership • Communication • Group dynamics



expensive video camera from a 10-story building, because you believe gravity would pull

it downward uncontrollably and crush it against the ground, and you don’t want this to

happen. Fact premises, then, are acquired through direct and indirect lifelong learning and

are very useful in guiding our behavior.

Value premises, on the other hand, represent our view of the desirability of certain goals

and activities. If you had been very unhappy with the video camera’s performance, then you

might choose to throw it from the 10-story building. You still accept the fact premise of grav-

ity, but now your value premises have changed (at least momentarily!). As this illustration

shows, value premises are variable beliefs we hold and are therefore under our control. We

can choose, modify, discard, or replace them (although they are often deeply entrenched).

Swedish retailing giant Ikea’s North American division is one of the fastest-growing in its

market segment. Despite a strong drive for profits and market share, the firm embraces

progressive and supportive employment practices (health care benefits, flexible schedules,

and opportunities for advancement), an emphasis on racial/ethnic diversity, and distinctive

values (freedom, lack of hierarchy, individual respect). Results show up in dramatically

reduced turnover, rising sales revenues, and “off the charts” employee satisfaction.3

Managers also have primary responsibility for instilling three other elements into the

organizational behavior system—vision, mission, and goals. Vision represents a challeng-

ing portrait of what the organization and its members can be—a possible, and desirable,

future. Leaders need to create exciting projections about where the organization should go

and what major changes lie ahead. Once the vision is established, persistent and enthusias-

tic communication is required to sell it throughout the ranks of employees so they will

embrace it with commitment.

An organization also typically creates a mission statement, which identifies the busi-

ness it is in, the market niches it tries to serve, the types of customers it is likely to have,

and the reasons for its existence. Many mission statements even include a brief listing of

the competitive advantages, or strengths, that the firm believes it has. In contrast to visions,

mission statements are more descriptive and less future-oriented. They are still rather broad,

and need to be converted to goals to become operational and useful.

Goals are relatively concrete formulations of achievements the organization is aiming

for within set periods of time, such as one to five years. Goal setting is a complex process,

for top management’s goals need to be merged with those of employees, who bring their

psychological, social, and economic needs with them to an organization. Further, goals may

exist at the individual, group, and larger organization level, so substantial integration is

required before a working social system can emerge. Elements of effective goals are

discussed in Chapter 5.

Philosophy feeds into value premises, which help shape vision. Vision is a stretching

version of mission, and goals provide a way to pinpoint targets for achieving that mission.

Together, philosophy, values, vision, mission, and goals exist in a hierarchy of increasing

specificity (philosophy is most general; goals are most specific). They all help create a

recognizable organizational culture, which is discussed in Chapter 4. This culture is also a

reflection of the formal organization with its formal policies, structures, and procedures,

and the existing social and cultural (global) environment (Chapter 16). Managers also need

to be aware of the informal organization (discussed in Chapter 12) and must work with its

members to create positive norms. Together, the formal and informal organizations provide

the glue that binds the varied elements of the institution into an effective working team.

Managers are then expected to use a leadership style (Chapter 7), communication skills

(Chapter 3), and their knowledge of interpersonal and group dynamics (Chapters 11 and 12)

to create an appropriate quality of work life for their employees (Chapter 10). When this task
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is done properly, employees will become motivated toward the achievement of organizational

goals (Chapter 5). Their motivation, however, is also a product of their underlying attitudes

and specific situational factors at a certain point in time. If any of the previous factors in the

organizational system are changed, motivation will also be different. Because of this interac-

tion, leaders must learn to manage employee motivation contingently. Numerous examples of

this cause-and-effect relationship exist, as illustrated in the following report:

Contrasting effects of organizational behavior systems were seen in some of the efforts to

revitalize airline companies in the past decade. In the face of financial crises, employees in

some firms willingly accepted the necessity of drastic cost-saving actions and responded

with increased (and successful) efforts to save their companies and jobs. Employees in other

firms, such as Northwest Airlines, fearful for their jobs and resentful of management’s previous

autocratic actions, strongly resisted attempts to reduce their pay, and outsource their jobs. As

a consequence, labor strife and bankruptcy followed.

The result of an effective organizational behavior system is motivation which, when

combined with employee skills and abilities, results in the achievement of performance

goals (as we saw in the formulas in Chapter 1) as well as individual satisfaction. It builds

two-way relationships that are mutually supportive, meaning that manager and employee

are jointly influencing each other and jointly benefiting. Supportive OB systems are

characterized by power with people rather than power over them, which is consistent with

present human values regarding how people wish to be treated (with dignity). Alternatively,

if goals are not being achieved, managers need to use this information to examine and

revise their organizational behavior system.

MODELS OF ORGANIZATIONAL BEHAVIOR

Organizations differ in the nature of the systems they develop and maintain and in the

results they achieve. Varying results predictably follow from different models of organi-

zational behavior. These models constitute the belief system that dominates management’s

thought and affects management’s actions in each organization. It is highly important that

managers recognize the nature, significance, and effectiveness of their own models, as well

as the models of others around them.

Douglas McGregor was one of the first writers to call attention to managerial models.

In 1957, he presented a convincing argument that most management actions flow directly

from whatever theory of human behavior the managers hold.4 He suggested that management

philosophy controls practice. Management’s human resource policies, decision-making

styles, operating practices, and even organizational designs flow from key assumptions

about human behavior. The assumptions may be implicit rather than explicit, but they can

be inferred from observing the kinds of actions that managers take.

Theory X is a traditional set of assumptions about people. As shown in Figure 2.3, it as-

sumes that most people dislike work and will try to avoid it if they can. Workers are seen as

being inclined to restrict work output, having little ambition, and avoiding responsibility if

at all possible. They are believed to be relatively self-centered, indifferent to organizational

needs, and resistant to change. Common rewards cannot overcome this natural dislike for

work, so management is almost forced (under Theory X assumptions and subsequent logic)

to coerce, control, and threaten employees to obtain satisfactory performance. Though

managers may deny that they hold this view of people, many of their historical actions

suggest that Theory X has been a typical management view of employees.

Theory Y implies a more humanistic and supportive approach to managing people. It

assumes that people are not inherently lazy. Any appearance they have of being that way is

the result of their experiences with less-enlightened organizations, and if management will
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provide the proper environment to release their potential, work will become as natural to

them as recreational play or rest and relaxation. Under Theory Y assumptions, management

believes that employees are capable of exercising self-direction and self-control in the

service of objectives to which they are committed. Management’s role is to provide an

environment in which the potential of people can be released at work.

McGregor’s argument was that management had been ignoring the facts about people.

It had been following an outmoded set of assumptions about people because it adhered to

Theory X when the facts are that the Theory Y set of assumptions is more truly representative

of most people. There will always be important differences among people, so a few indi-

viduals will fit the assumptions of the Theory X model. Nearly all employees, however,

have some potential for growth in their capabilities and demonstrated performance. There-

fore, McGregor argued, management needed to change to a whole new set of assumptions

about people—one based on emerging behavioral science research. These new assumptions

had a powerful impact on subsequent managerial actions.

When seen through the lenses of history, McGregor deserves credit for a number of

contributions. First, he stimulated subsequent generations of managers to think consciously

about their belief systems and management models. Second, he was an early advocate of

the practical value of reading and using research findings to better understand human

behavior. Third, he introduced and publicized one of the early theories of motivation—the

hierarchy of needs model by A. H. Maslow (explained in Chapter 5). Finally, he became a

spokesman for a trend that had been developing over a long period of time—the need to

bring human values into balance with other values at work.

Models such as Theory X and Theory Y are also called paradigms, or frameworks of

possible explanations about how things work. Any model that a manager holds usually

begins with certain assumptions about people and leads to certain interpretations, implica-

tions, and even predictions of events. Underlying paradigms, whether consciously or un-

consciously developed, become powerful guides to managerial behavior. Managers tend to

act as they think, because they are guided by their dominant thoughts.

Managerial paradigms, according to popular author Joel Barker, act in several important

ways:

• They influence managerial perceptions of the world around them.

• They define one’s boundaries and provide prescriptions for how to behave.
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Theory X

• The typical person dislikes work and will

avoid it if possible.

• The typical person lacks responsibility,

has little ambition, and seeks security

above all.

• Most people must be coerced,

controlled, and threatened with

punishment to get them to work.

With these assumptions the managerial

role is to coerce and control employees.

FIGURE 2.3
McGregor’s Theory

X and Theory Y,

Alternative Sets of

Assumptions about

Employees

Theory Y

• Work is as natural as play or rest.

• People are not inherently lazy. They have 

become that way as a result of experience.

• People will exercise self-direction and

self-control in the service of objectives

to which they are committed.

• People have potential. Under proper

conditions they learn to accept and seek

responsibility. They have imagination,

ingenuity, and creativity that can be

applied to work.

With these assumptions the managerial

role is to develop the potential in

employees and help them release that

potential toward common objectives.

Impact of paradigms



• They encourage resistance to change, since they have often worked in the past.

• They may either consciously or unconsciously affect one’s behavior.

• When new paradigms appear, they provide alternative ways of viewing the world and

solving problems.5

Examples of paradigm shifts abound in the commercial world. A decade ago, throngs of citizens

mobbed shopping malls across the country in the weeks and days before a major holiday; today,

millions of people do some or all of their shopping via the Internet while sitting at home. In the

automotive realm, internal combustion engines were the sole source of energy for many decades;

now, hybrid gas–electric cars have become a reality for some buyers. In communications, U.S.

citizens relied almost exclusively on the Postal Service to deliver their letters throughout much

of the twentieth century; today, millions of messages are almost instantaneously transmitted via

e-mail systems. Paradigms are changing everywhere!

Top management’s models are particularly important to identify, for the underlying

model that exists within a firm’s chief executive officer tends to extend throughout that

firm. For this reason, models of organizational behavior are highly significant. Examples

abound of the impact throughout the firm of a single executive, such as CEOs Mark Hurd

at Hewlett-Packard, Jeff Bezos at Amazon, Terry Semel at Yahoo, Meg Whitman at eBay,

Olli-Pekka Kallasvuo at Nokia, or Steve Ballmer at Microsoft.

This chapter highlights the following five models (paradigms): autocratic, custodial,

supportive, collegial, and system. These five models are summarized in Figure 2.4. In the

order mentioned, they represent an approximate historical evolution in management prac-

tice during the last 100 years or more. Although one model tends to dominate at a particu-

lar time in history, each of the other models is still practiced by some organizations.

Just as organizations differ among themselves, so practices may vary within the depart-

ments or branches of one organization. The production department may work within a

custodial model while the supportive model is being tried in the research department. And,

of course, the practices of individual managers may differ from their organization’s

prevailing model because of those managers’ personal preferences or different conditions
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Autocratic Custodial Supportive Collegial System

Basis of Power Economic Leadership Partnership Trust,

model resources community,

meaning

Managerial Authority Money Support Teamwork Caring,

orientation compassion

Employee Obedience Security and Job Responsible Psychological

orientation benefits performance behavior ownership

Employee Dependence Dependence Participation Self- Self-motivation

psychological on boss on organization discipline

result

Employee Subsistence Security Status and Self- Wide range

needs met recognition actualization

Performance Minimum Passive Awakened Moderate Passion and

result cooperation drives enthusiasm commitment to

organizational

goals

FIGURE 2.4 Five Models of Organizational Behavior



in their department. Thus no one model of organizational behavior is sufficient to describe

all that happens in an organization, but identifying a model can help distinguish one way of

organizational life from another.

The selection of a model by a manager is determined by a number of factors. As we

discussed earlier, the prevailing philosophy, values, vision, mission, and goals of managers

affect, and are affected by, their organizational behavior model. In addition, environmental

conditions help determine which model will be most effective. The current turbulent con-

ditions in some industries, for example, may drive firms toward the more collegial models,

since rapid decision making and flexibility are needed. This suggests that the model used

should not be static and unchanging but adapted across time. Our discussion of five mod-

els, beginning with the autocratic, roughly follows their historical evolution.

The Autocratic Model

The autocratic model has its roots in history, and certainly, it became the prevailing model

of the industrial revolution. As shown in Figure 2.4, the autocratic model depends on

power. Those who are in command must have the power to demand “you do this—or else,”

meaning that an employee who does not follow orders will be penalized.

In an autocratic environment the managerial orientation is formal, official authority.

This authority is delegated by right of command over the people to whom it applies.

Management believes that it knows what is best and that the employee’s obligation is to

follow orders. It assumes that employees have to be directed, persuaded, and pushed into

performance, and such prompting is management’s task. Management does the thinking;

the employees obey the orders. This conventional view of management leads to tight con-

trol of employees at work. When combined with the often brutal and backbreaking physi-

cal tasks of that era and the intolerable conditions of disease, filth, danger, and scarcity of

resources, the autocratic model was intensely disliked by many employees (and still is).

Under autocratic conditions the employee orientation is obedience to a boss, not respect for

a manager. The psychological result for employees is dependence on their boss, whose power

to hire, fire, and “perspire” them is almost absolute. The boss pays minimum wages because

minimum performance is given by employees. They are willing to give minimum perfor-

mance—though sometimes reluctantly—because they must satisfy subsistence needs for them-

selves and their families. Some employees give higher performance because of internal

achievement drives, because they personally like their boss, because the boss is “a natural-born

leader,” or because of some other factor; but most of them give only minimum performance.

The autocratic model is a useful way to accomplish work. It is not a complete failure. The

picture of the autocratic model just presented is an extreme one; actually, the model exists in

all shades of gray, from rather dark to rather light. This view of work built great railroad sys-

tems, operated giant steel mills, and produced the dynamic industrial civilization that devel-

oped in the United States. It does get results, but usually only moderate results. Its principal

weakness is its high human costs. (See, for example, What Managers Are Reading.)

The autocratic model was an acceptable approach to guide managerial behavior when

there were no well-known alternatives, and it still can be useful under some extreme con-

ditions, such as organizational crises.6 However, the combination of emerging knowledge

about the needs of employees and changing societal values suggests that there are much

better ways to manage organizational systems. A second step in the ladder of progress was

needed, and it was soon forthcoming.

The Custodial Model

As managers began to study their employees, they soon recognized that although autocrat-

ically managed employees did not talk back to their boss, they certainly “thought back.”
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What Managers Are Reading

Micromanagement—a natural pattern of autocratic managers—is the immersion of a
manager into controlling the details of daily operations. Micromanagers tend to con-
trol and manipulate time, place their self-interest above that of employees, institute
elaborate approval processes, specify detailed procedures for everything, and closely
monitor results. Employees typically detest a micromanager, with the result being low
morale, paralyzed decision making due to fear of being second-guessed, and high
turnover. Author Harry Chambers recommends that managers consciously avoid mi-
cromanagement, and employees are encouraged to not accept it from their superiors.

Source: Harry E. Chambers, My Way or the Highway, San Francisco: Barrett-Koehler, 2005.

There were many things they wanted to say, and sometimes they did say them when they

quit or lost their tempers. Employees were filled with insecurity, frustrations, and aggres-

sions toward their boss. Since they could not vent these feelings directly, sometimes they

went home and vented them on their families and neighbors; so the entire community

might suffer from this relationship.

An example of the effects of management-induced frustration on the behavior of employees

occurred in a wood-processing plant. Managers treated workers crudely, sometimes even to

the point of physical abuse. Since employees could not strike back directly for fear of losing

their jobs, they found another way to do it. They symbolically fed their supervisor to a log-

shredding machine! They did this by purposely destroying good sheets of veneer, which made

the supervisor look bad when monthly efficiency reports were prepared.7

It seemed rather obvious to progressive employers that there ought to be some way to

develop better employee satisfaction and security. If the insecurities, frustrations, and

aggressions of employees could be dispelled, the employees might feel more like working.

In any case, they would have a better quality of work life.

To satisfy the security needs of employees, a number of companies began welfare pro-

grams in the 1890s and 1900s. In their worst form these welfare programs later became known

as paternalism. In the 1930s welfare programs evolved into a variety of fringe benefits to pro-

vide employee security. Employers—and unions and government—began caring for the secu-

rity needs of workers. They were applying a custodial model of organizational behavior.

Employee security remains a high priority for millions of workers in today’s uncertain job

market where lifetime employment is seldom promised to any employee. Many firms go out

of their way to stabilize their workforce and preserve employee jobs. To avoid layoffs, they

constantly retrain employees, reduce overtime, freeze hiring, encourage both job transfers

and relocations, provide early retirement incentives, and reduce subcontracting to adjust to

slowdowns in the computer industry.8

As shown in Figure 2.4, a successful custodial approach depends on economic resources.

The resulting managerial orientation is toward money to pay wages and benefits. Since

employees’ physical needs are already reasonably met, the employer looks to security needs

as a motivating force. If an organization does not have the wealth to provide pensions and

pay other benefits, it cannot follow a custodial approach.

The custodial approach leads to employee dependence on the organization. Rather than

being dependent on their boss for their weekly bread, employees now depend on organiza-

tions for their security and welfare. If employees have 10 years of seniority under the union

contract and a good pension program, they cannot afford to quit even if the grass looks

greener somewhere else.
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There are many programs consistent with a custodial environment at the workplace. The

Calvert Group, a Maryland-based mutual funds company, provides support for physical

fitness, massage therapy, wellness seminars, parental leave, dependent care time, and child-

care programs. Calvert reported that the turnover rate has fallen sharply from its preprogram

level of 30 percent annually, the number of sick days taken is down, health care expenses are

lower, and recruitment and training costs have been reduced.9 Apparently, employees become

dependent on these custodial practices and then are reluctant to change employers.

Employees working in a custodial environment become psychologically preoccupied

with their economic rewards and benefits. As a result of their treatment, they are well main-

tained and reasonably contented. However, contentment does not necessarily produce

strong motivation; it may produce only passive cooperation. The result tends to be that

employees do not perform much more effectively than under the old autocratic approach.

The custodial model is described in its extreme in order to show its emphasis on mater-

ial rewards, security, and organizational dependence. In actual practice, this model also has

various shades of gray, from dark to light. Its great benefit is that it brings security and

satisfaction to workers, but it does have substantial flaws. The most evident flaw is that

most employees are not producing anywhere near their capacities, nor are they motivated

to grow to the greater capacities of which they are capable. Though employees are happy,

most of them really do not feel fulfilled or motivated. In confirmation of this condition, a

series of studies at the University of Michigan in the 1940s and 1950s reported that “the

happy employee is not necessarily the most productive employee.”10 Consequently, man-

agers and academic leaders started to ask again, “Is there a better way?”

The search for a better way is not a condemnation of the custodial model as a whole but

rather a condemnation of the assumption that this is “the final answer”—the one best way

to motivate employees. The error in reasoning occurs when managers perceive the custo-

dial model as so desirable that there is no need to build on it toward something better.

Although the custodial model is desirable to provide employee security, it is best viewed as

the foundation for growth to the next step.

The Supportive Model
The supportive model of organizational behavior had its origins in the “principle of

supportive relationships” as stated by Rensis Likert, who said:

The leadership and other processes of the organization must be such as to ensure a maximum

probability that in all interactions and all relationships with the organization each member

will, in the light of his [or her] background, values, and expectations, view the experience

as supportive and one which builds and maintains his [or her] sense of personal worth and

importance.11

Likert’s principle is similar to the human resources approach mentioned in Chapter 1.

One key spark for the supportive approach was a series of research studies at the

Hawthorne Plant of Western Electric in the 1920s and 1930s.12 Led by Elton Mayo and F. J.

Roethlisberger, the researchers gave academic stature to the study of human behavior at

work by applying keen insight, straight thinking, and sociological backgrounds to industrial

experiments. They concluded that an organization is a social system and the worker is in-

deed the most important element in it. Their experiments concluded that the worker is not

a simple tool but a complex personality that often is difficult to understand. The studies

also suggested that an understanding of group dynamics, coupled with the application of

supportive supervision, was important.

The supportive model depends on leadership instead of power or money. Through lead-

ership, management provides a climate to help employees grow and accomplish in the
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interests of the organization the things of which they are capable. The leader assumes that

workers are not by nature passive and resistant to organizational needs, but that they are

made so by an inadequately supportive climate at work. They will take responsibility,

develop a drive to contribute, and improve themselves if management will give them a

chance. Management’s orientation, therefore, is to support the employee’s job performance

rather than to simply support employee benefit payments as in the custodial approach.

Since management supports employees in their work, the psychological result is a

feeling of participation and task involvement in the organization. Employees may say “we”

instead of “they” when referring to their organization. They are more strongly motivated

than by earlier models because their status and recognition needs are better met. Thus they

have awakened drives for work.

Supportive behavior is not the kind of approach that requires money. Rather, it is a part

of management’s lifestyle at work, reflected in the way that it deals with other people. The

manager’s role is one of helping employees solve their problems and accomplish their

work. Following is an example of a supportive approach:

Juanita Salinas, a young divorcee with one child, had a record of frequent tardiness as an

assembler in an electronics plant. Her supervisor, Helen Ferguson, scolded her several times

about her tardiness, and each time Salinas improved for two or three weeks but then lapsed

back into her normal pattern. At about this time Ferguson attended a company training

program for supervisors, so she decided to try the supportive approach with Salinas.

The next time Salinas was tardy, Ferguson approached her with concern about what might

have caused her tardiness. Rather than scolding her, Ferguson showed a genuine interest in

Salinas’s problems, asking, “How can I help?” and “Is there anything we can do at the com-

pany?” When the discussion focused on delays in getting the child ready for school early in the

morning, Ferguson arranged for Salinas to talk with other mothers in the department. When

Salinas talked about the distance she had to walk to catch a bus, Ferguson worked with the

personnel department to get her into a dependable car pool.

Although the new car pool undoubtedly helped, an important point was that Salinas seemed

to appreciate the recognition and concern that was expressed, so she was more motivated to

come to work on time. She also was more cooperative and interested in her job. It was evident

that the supportive approach influenced Salinas’s behavior. An important by-product was that

Ferguson’s job became easier because of Salinas’s better performance.

The supportive model works well with both employees and managers, and it has been

widely accepted—at least philosophically—by many managers in the United States and

elsewhere. Of course, their agreement with supportive ideas does not necessarily mean that

all of them practice those approaches regularly or effectively. The step from theory to practice

is a difficult one. Nevertheless, reports of companies that reap the benefits of a supportive

approach are appearing more and more frequently.

The supportive model of organizational behavior tends to be especially effective in afflu-

ent nations because it responds to employee drives toward a wide array of emerging needs. It

has less immediate application in the developing nations, where employees’ current needs and

social conditions are often quite different. However, as those needs for material rewards and

security become satisfied, and as employees become aware of managerial practices in other

parts of the world, employees in those countries will likely demand a more supportive

approach. Consequently, their progression through the models is frequently a more rapid one.

The Collegial Model
A useful extension of the supportive model is the collegial model. The term “collegial”

relates to a body of people working together cooperatively. The collegial model, which

embodies a team concept, first achieved widespread applications in research laboratories
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and similar work environments. More recently it has been applied in a wide range of other

work situations as well.

The collegial model traditionally was used less on assembly lines, because the rigid

work environment made it difficult to develop there. A contingency relationship exists in

which the collegial model tends to be more useful with unprogrammed work, an intellec-

tual environment, and considerable job freedom. In other environments the other models

may be more successful.

As shown in Figure 2.4, the collegial model depends on management’s building a feel-

ing of partnership with employees. The result is that employees feel needed and useful.

They feel that managers are contributing also, so it is easy to accept and respect their roles

in the organization. Managers are seen as joint contributors rather than as bosses.

The feeling of partnerships can be built in many ways. Some organizations have abolished

the use of reserved parking spaces for executives, so every employee has an equal chance of

finding a space close to the workplace. Some firms have tried to eliminate the use of terms

like “bosses” and “subordinates,” feeling that those terms simply create perceptions of

psychological distance between managers and nonmanagers. Other employers have removed

time clocks, set up “fun committees,” sponsored company canoe trips, or required managers

to spend a week or two annually working in field or factory locations. All these approaches

are designed to build a spirit of mutuality, in which every person makes contributions and

appreciates those of others.

The managerial orientation is toward teamwork. Management is the coach that builds a

better team. The employee response to this situation is responsibility. For example,

employees produce quality work not because management tells them to do so or because

the inspector will catch them if they do not, but because they feel inside themselves an

obligation to provide others with high quality. They also feel an obligation to uphold quality

standards that will bring credit to their jobs and company.

The psychological result of the collegial approach for the employee is self-discipline.

Feeling responsible, employees discipline themselves for performance on the team in the

same way that the members of a football team discipline themselves to training standards

and the rules of the game. In this kind of environment employees normally feel some

degree of fulfillment, worthwhile contribution, and self-actualization, even though the

amount may be modest in some situations. This self-actualization will lead to moderate

enthusiasm in performance.

The collegial model tends to produce improved results in situations where it is appropriate.

One study covered scientists in three large research laboratories. Laboratories A and B were

operated in a relatively traditional hierarchical manner. Laboratory C was operated in a more

open, participative, collegial manner. There were four measures of performance: esteem of

fellow scientists, contribution to knowledge, sense of personal achievement, and contribution

to management objectives. All four were higher in laboratory C, and the first three were

significantly higher.13

The System Model
An emerging model of organizational behavior is the system model. It is the result of a

strong search for higher meaning at work by many of today’s employees; they want more

than just a paycheck and job security from their jobs (see “An Ethical Issue”). Since they

are being asked to spend many hours of their day at work, they want a work context there

that is ethical, infused with integrity and trust, and provides an opportunity to experience a

growing sense of community among co-workers. To accomplish this, managers must

increasingly demonstrate a sense of caring and compassion, being sensitive to the needs of

a diverse workforce with rapidly changing needs and complex personal and family needs.
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The system model reflects the values underlying positive organizational behavior,
where managers focus their attention on helping employees develop feelings of hope,

optimism, self-confidence, empathy, trustworthiness, esteem, courage, and resiliency.14

Managers using the system model carefully protect and nurture their employees so as to

develop a positive workplace culture that leads to organizational success and committed

employees. Managers at all levels need to display two key ingredients: authenticity (the

demonstrated ability to open themselves up to others by being transparent, while “walking

the talk” of their underlying values) and social intelligence (see “What Managers Are

Reading”).

Under the system model, managers try to convey to each worker, “You are an important

part of our whole system. We sincerely care about each of you. We want to join together to

achieve a better product or service, local community, and society at large. We will make

every effort to make products that are environmentally friendly.” The role of a manager

becomes one of facilitating employee acomplishments through a variety of actions (see

Figure 2.5).

In response, many employees embrace the goal of organizational effectiveness and

recognize the mutuality of company-employee obligations in a system viewpoint. They

experience a sense of psychological ownership for the organization and its products or ser-

vices. They go beyond the self-discipline of the collegial approach until they reach a state

of self-motivation, in which they take responsibility for their own goals and actions. As a

An Ethical Issue

A new term has crept into the managerial vocabulary—spirituality. This term focuses on the

desire for employees to know their deepest selves better, to grow personally, to make a mean-

ingful contribution to society, and to demonstrate integrity in every action taken. Spirituality

incorporates the principle of self-awareness and encourages people to “know themselves”

while honoring and respecting the diverse moral and religious beliefs of others. As indi-

viduals search for and identify universal values—via reading, meditation, journal writing, or

workshops—they presumably develop an enhanced capacity to live and act authentically,

congruently, and joyfully, consistent with their own spiritual beliefs.

Question: Do you believe that organizations have the obligation to provide opportunities

for enhanced spirituality at work? Is it ethical to use organizational resources for such

purposes and programs?

• Support employee commitment to short- and long-term goals.

• Coach individuals and groups in appropriate skills and behaviors.

• Model and foster self-esteem.

• Show genuine concern and empathy for people.

• Offer timely and acceptable feedback.

• Influence people to learn continuously and share that learning with others.

• Help individuals identify and confront issues in ethical ways.

• Stimulate insights through interviews, questions, and suggestions.

• Encourage people to feel comfortable with change and uncertainty.

• Build cohesive, productive work teams.

FIGURE 2.5
Facilitator Roles for

Managers in the

System Model of OB
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result, the employee needs that are met are wide-ranging but often include the highest-order

needs (e.g., social, status, esteem, autonomy, self-actualization). Because it provides employ-

ees an opportunity to meet these needs through their work as well as understand the organi-

zation’s perspectives, this new model can engender employees’ passion and commitment to

organizational goals. They are inspired; they feel important; they believe in the usefulness and

viability of their system for the common good. Their hopes and ideals are built around what

the system accomplishes rather than solely what they as individuals can do.

Starbucks Coffee Co. is an example of a firm that is strongly committed to creating a human-

ized workplace that exemplifies the ideals of the system model of OB. Its CEO, Howard

Schultz, has written a book (Pour Your Heart Into It) that very publicly announces the firm’s

values—employee self-esteem, self-respect, and appreciation for them. Managers there rec-

ognize outstanding achievements of the employees, honor the passion they put into their

work, promote an open environment, and award stock options to every level of the organiza-

tion. Results show up in effective customer service, new product ideas, employee loyalty, and

low turnover rates.15

Conclusions about the Models
Several conclusions can be made about the models of organizational behavior: They are, in

practice, subject to evolutionary change; they are a function of prevailing employee needs;

there is a trend toward the newer models; and any of the models can be successfully applied

in some situations. In addition, the models can be modified and extended in a variety

of ways.

Evolving Usage Managerial and, on a broader scale, organizational, use of these models

tends to evolve over time.16 As our individual or collective understanding of human behav-

ior increases or as new social conditions develop, we move somewhat slowly to newer

models. To assume that one particular model is a “best” model that will endure for the long

run is a mistake. This mistake was made by some managers about both the autocratic model

and the custodial model, with the result that they became psychologically locked into those

models and had difficulty altering their practices when conditions demanded it. Eventually,

the supportive model may also fall to limited use. There is no one permanently “best”

model, because what is best is contingent on what is known about human behavior in what-

ever environment exists at that time.

What Managers Are Reading

Howard Gardner introduced the concept of multiple intelligences among humans,
including abstract reasoning, aesthetic skills, and athletic abilities. Karl Albrecht uses
this as a basis for articulating social intelligence, or strategic social awareness for man-
agers. Social intelligence has five dimensions:

• Empathy—appreciation for, and connectedness with, others.

• Presence—projecting self-worth in one’s bearing.

• Situational radar—ability to read social situations and respond appropriately.

• Clarity—using language effectively to explain and persuade.

• Authenticity—being “real” and transparent, while projecting honesty.

The social awareness brought about by social intelligence converts previously toxic
managerial behavior into the enriching process of nourishing others, and it produces
leaders with magnetic personalities who are a joy to work for.

Source: Karl Albrecht, Social Intelligence: The New Science of Success, San Francisco: Pfeiffer
Publishing, 2006.



The primary challenge for management is to identify the model it is actually using and

then assess its current effectiveness. This self-examination can be a challenge for managers,

who tend to profess publicly one model (e.g., the supportive, collegial, or system) yet prac-

tice another. (This may occur in multinational firms; see “Managing across National

Boundaries.”) In effect, a manager has two key tasks—to acquire a new set of values as

models evolve and to learn and apply the behavioral skills that are consistent with those

values. These tasks can be very difficult to accomplish.

Relation of Models to Human Needs A second conclusion is that the five models

discussed in this chapter are closely related to human needs. New models have been

developed to serve the different needs that became important at the time. For example,

the custodial model is directed toward the satisfaction of employees’ security needs. It

moves one step above the autocratic model, which reasonably serves subsistence needs

but does not meet needs for security. Similarly, the supportive model is an effort to meet

employees’ other needs, such as affiliation and esteem, which the custodial model is

unable to serve.

A number of people have assumed that emphasis on one model of organizational

behavior is an automatic rejection of other models, but comparison suggests that each

model is built upon the accomplishments of the other. For example, adoption of a support-

ive approach does not mean abandonment of custodial practices that serve necessary

employee security needs. What it does mean is that custodial practices are given secondary

emphasis, because employees have progressed to a condition in which newer needs domi-

nate. In other words, the supportive model is the appropriate model to use at that point

because subsistence and security needs are already reasonably met by a suitable structure

and security system. If a misdirected modern manager should abandon these basic organi-

zational needs, the system would move back quickly to seek structure and security in order

to satisfy those needs for its people.

Increasing Use of Some Models A third conclusion is that the trend toward the sup-

portive, collegial, and system models will probably continue. Despite rapid advances in

computers and management information systems, top managers of giant, complex organi-

zations cannot be authoritarian in the traditional sense and also be effective. Because they

cannot know all that is happening in their organization, they must learn to depend on other

centers of power nearer to operating problems. They are often forced to literally redefine

the old psychological contract and embrace a newer, more participative one. In addition,
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Several U.S. firms have chosen to lower their costs by setting up assembly plants in less-

developed countries, such as Mexico, where the wage scale is lower. The firms ship parts to

the assembly plant, use cheap labor to perform assembly operations, and then ship the
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a custodial one) in Mexico? Another interesting dilemma arises when jobs in the United States

are lost as a result of these foreign assembly plants—does a firm need to revert to a custodial

model in the U.S. operations when it senses that employees there fear that their job security

is becoming highly threatened?
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many employees are not readily motivated toward creative and intellectual duties by the

autocratic model. Only the newer models can offer the satisfaction of their needs for

esteem, autonomy, and self-actualization.

Contingent Use of All Models A fourth conclusion is that, though one model may be

most used at any given time, some appropriate uses will remain for other models.

Knowledge and skills vary among managers. Role expectations of employees differ,

depending upon cultural history. Policies and ways of life vary among organizations.

Perhaps more important, task conditions are different. Some jobs may require routine,

low-skilled, highly programmed work that will be mostly determined by higher author-

ity and will provide mostly material rewards and security (autocratic and custodial con-

ditions). Other jobs will be unprogrammed and intellectual, requiring teamwork and

self-motivation. Employees in such jobs generally respond best to supportive, collegial,

and system approaches. Therefore, probably all five models will continue to be used, but

the more advanced models will have growing use as progress is made and employee

expectations rise.

Managerial Flexibility The preceding discussion rests on a central conclusion: Managers

not only need to identify their current behavioral model but also must keep it flexible and

current. There is great danger in paradigm rigidity, when the changing nature of people and

conditions demands new responses, but managers cling to old beliefs and practices.

Managers need to read, to reflect, to interact with others, and to be receptive to challenges

to their thinking from their colleagues and employees. The following analogy illustrates this

process:

Skydivers know that a parachute tightly packed for long periods of time might develop

undesirable permanent folds in the fabric, which could keep it from opening properly

when needed. To prevent this, all parachutes are periodically unpacked and hung in

storage sheds to “get the kinks out.” Then they are repacked for safe usage. Similarly,

wise managers benefit from occasionally sharing their organizational behavior models

with others, thus opening them up to public scrutiny. Then, after making appropriate

revisions to their models, the managers “pack them up” and put the improved paradigms

back to work again.

Summary Every firm has an organizational behavior system. It includes the organization’s stated or

unstated philosophy, values, vision, mission, and goals; the quality of leadership, commu-

nication, and group dynamics; the nature of both the formal and informal organizations;

and the influence of the social environment. These items combine to create a culture in

which the personal attitudes of employees and situational factors can produce motivation

and goal achievement.

Five models of organizational behavior are the autocratic, custodial, supportive, colle-

gial, and system. The supportive, collegial, and system models are more consistent with

contemporary employee needs and, therefore, will predictably obtain more effective results

in many situations. Managers need to examine the model they are using, determine whether

it is the most appropriate one, and remain flexible in their use of alternative and emerging

models.

Communication, a major tool for expressing managerial models, provides the focus for

Chapter 3. Then the idea of organizational behavior models is extended in Chapter 4, as we

discuss social systems, roles, and status. Specifically, we look at the creation and impact of

organizational cultures, which help employees sense which organizational behavior model

is in use.
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Terms and
Concepts for
Review

1. Interview some managers to identify their visions for their organizations. What are

those visions? Where did they come from? How successfully have they been commu-

nicated to the employees, and how successfully have they been embraced by the

employees?

2. Both philosophy and vision are somewhat hazy concepts. How can they be made clear

to employees? Why are philosophy and vision included as early elements in the orga-

nizational behavior system? Give an example of an organizational vision that you have

read about or heard of.

3. What benefits do you see from allowing and encouraging spirituality at work? What

are the risks of doing so?

4. Consider an organization where you now work (or where you have worked). What

model (paradigm) of organizational behavior does (did) your supervisor follow? Is

(Was) it the same as top management’s model?

5. Discuss similarities and differences among the five models of organizational behavior.

1. Remind yourself to think about organizational be-

havior from a system perspective, envisioning how

any one element of the system or action by yourself

will likely impact other parts of the OB system.

2. List, examine, and reevaluate your fact premises

about people periodically to see if they need up-

dating. Then create a separate list of your value

premises and share these with a colleague or friend

to see if they withstand open scrutiny.

3. Show your employees the list of assumptions that

underlie Theory X and Theory Y. Then ask them for

illustrations that indicate you are using either of the

two paradigms. Invite them to help you make your

actions more consistent with Theory Y.

4. Examine the five models of OB every so often.

Search for ways in which you could be using fea-

tures from the more advanced models (supportive,

collegial, system).

5. Report to a close friend the ways in which you

have actively changed your underlying OB model

in the past few years. Be ready to provide specific

examples.

6. Review the discussion on authenticity. Resolve to be

more open, transparent, and ethical in your deal-

ings with others at work.

7. Read about spirituality and employees’ desire for

the right to discuss such issues at work. Make a de-

cision now as to how you might handle such a re-

quest should it arise.

8. Make a conscious study of your language at work.

Resolve to reduce or eliminate negative language

while increasing your focus on positive terms.

9. Make an inventory of the ways in which you (or

others) exhibit micromanagement behaviors. Explore

ways to reduce such close scrutiny and control.

10. Often managers and employees differ in their per-

ceptions of which OB model is in use. Set aside

some time to investigate employee perceptions of

the OB model that is dominant in your workplace.

Advice to Future Managers

Discussion
Questions



6. What model of organizational behavior would be most appropriate in each of the fol-

lowing situations? (Assume that you must use the kinds of employees and supervisors

currently available in your local labor market.)

a. Long-distance telephone operators in a very large office

b. Accountants with a small certified professional accounting firm

c. Food servers in a local restaurant of a prominent fast-food chain

d. Salesclerks in a large discount department store

e. Circus laborers temporarily employed to work the week that the circus is in the city

7. Discuss why the supportive, collegial, and system models of organizational behavior

are especially appropriate for use in the more affluent nations.

8. Interview a supervisor or manager to identify the model of organizational behavior that

person believes in. Explain why you think that the supervisor’s or manager’s behavior

would or would not reflect those beliefs.

9. Examine the trends in the models of organizational behavior as they have developed

over a period of time. Why have the trends moved in a positive direction?

10. Assume that a friend of yours contends that “the system model is obviously ‘best’ to

use with all employees, or it wouldn’t have been placed on the right side of the figure.”

How would you respond?

How well do you exhibit facilitator skills?

Read the following statements carefully. Circle the number on the response scale that

most closely reflects the degree to which each statement accurately describes you. Add up

your total points and prepare a brief action plan for self-improvement. Be ready to report

your score for tabulation across the entire group.

Good Poor

description description

1. I know how to support employee 

commitment to short- and long-

term goals. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

2. I could coach individuals and 

groups in appropriate skills 

and behaviors. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

3. I feel comfortable modeling and 

fostering self-esteem. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

4. I am likely to show genuine concern 

and empathy for people. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

5. I would feel comfortable offering 

timely and acceptable feedback 

to others. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

6. I am dedicated to influencing 

people to learn continuously and 

to share that learning with others. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

7. I would help individuals identify 

and confront issues in ethical ways. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

8. I feel comfortable expressing caring 

and compassion to people. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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9. I believe in encouraging people to 

feel comfortable with change and 

uncertainty. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

10. I would work hard to build cohesive, 

productive work teams. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Scoring and Interpretation
Add up your total points for the 10 questions. Record that number here, and report it when

it is requested. Finally, insert your total score into the “Assess and Improve Your

Own Organizational Behavior Skills” chart in the appendix.

• If you scored between 81 and 100 points, you appear to have a solid capability for

demonstrating facilitative skills.

• If you scored between 61 and 80 points, you should take a close look at the items with

lower self-assessment scores and explore ways to improve those items.

• If you scored under 60 points, you should be aware that a weaker skill level regarding

several items could be detrimental to your future success as a manager. We encourage

you to review the entire chapter and watch for relevant material in subsequent chapters

and other sources.

Now identify your three lowest scores, and write the question numbers here: ,

, . Write a brief paragraph, detailing to yourself an action plan for how you

might sharpen each of these skills.
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Incident The New Plant Manager
Toby Butterfield worked his way upward in the Montclair Company until he became assis-

tant plant manager in the Illinois plant. Finally, his opportunity for a promotion came. The

Houston plant was having difficulty meeting its budget and production quotas, so he was

promoted to plant manager and transferred to the Houston plant with instructions to

“straighten it out.”

Butterfield was ambitious and somewhat power-oriented. He believed that the best way

to solve problems was to take control, make decisions, and use his authority to carry out his

decisions. After preliminary study, he issued orders for each department to cut its budget

5 percent. A week later he instructed all departments to increase production 10 percent by

the following month. He required several new reports and kept a close watch on operations.

At the end of the second month he dismissed three supervisors who had failed to meet their

production quotas. Five other supervisors resigned. Butterfield insisted that all rules and

budgets should be followed, and he allowed no exceptions.

Butterfield’s efforts produced remarkable results. Productivity quickly exceeded stan-

dard by 7 percent, and within five months the plant was within budget. His record was so

outstanding that he was promoted to the New York home office near the end of his second

year. Within a month after he left, productivity in the Houston plant collapsed to 15 percent

below standard, and the budget again was in trouble.

Questions

1. Discuss the model of organizational behavior Butterfield used and the kind of organiza-

tional climate he created.

2. Discuss why productivity dropped when Butterfield left the Houston plant.

3. If you were Butterfield’s New York manager, what would you tell him about his ap-

proach? How might he respond?



The Rapid Corporation
The Rapid Corporation is a refrigeration service organization in a large city. It has about

70 employees, mostly refrigeration service representatives. For many years the company’s

policies have been dominated by its president and principal owner, Otto Blumberg, who

takes pride in being a “self-made man.”

Recently Otto and his office manager attended an organizational behavior seminar in

which the value of a written corporate philosophy for employees was discussed. Both men

agreed to draft one and compare their efforts.

1. Divide the class into three types of groups. One set of groups should draft statements for

the Rapid Corporation based on the autocratic model; the second set should create com-

parable statements of philosophy using the supportive model as a basis; the third set

should use the system model.

2. Ask representatives of each group (autocratic, supportive, and system) to read their

statements to the class. Discuss their major differences. Have the class debate the use-

fulness of philosophy statements for guiding the organizational behavior system in a

firm of this type.
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Experiential
Exercise

Generating
OB Insights

An insight is a new and clear perception of a phenomenon, or an acquired ability to “see”

clearly something that you were unaware of previously. It is sometimes simply referred to

as an “ah ha! moment,” in which you have a minirevelation or reach a straightforward con-

clusion about a topic or issue.

Insights need not necessarily be dramatic, for what is an insight to one person may be

less important to another. The critical feature of insights is that they are relevant and mem-

orable for you; they should represent new knowledge, new frameworks, or new ways of

viewing things that you want to retain and remember over time.

Insights, then, are different from the information that you find in the “Advice for Future

Managers” boxes within the text. That advice is prescriptive and action-oriented; it indi-

cates a recommended course of action.

A useful way to think of OB insights is to assume that you are the only person who has

read the current chapter. You have been given the assignment to highlight, in your own

words, the major concepts (but not just summarize the whole chapter) that might stand out

for a naive audience who has never heard of the topic before. What 10 insights would you

share with them?

1. (Example) It is helpful to take a holistic view of an organization as a system of inter-

dependent parts.

2. _____________________________________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________________________________

4. _____________________________________________________________________

5. _____________________________________________________________________

6. _____________________________________________________________________

7. _____________________________________________________________________

8. _____________________________________________________________________

9. _____________________________________________________________________

10. _____________________________________________________________________
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Chapter Three

Managing
Communications
The best strategy for communicators may be this: Prepare to be misunder-

stood. And don’t insist that your meaning is the right one. Sometimes what

your listeners hear is more interesting than what you’ve actually said.

Don Moyer1

Great decisions begin with really great people and a simple statement; I

don’t know.

Jim Collins2

Chapter Objectives

TO UNDERSTAND

• The Two-Way Communication Process

• Barriers to Communication

• Factors Leading to Effective Communication

• Downward and Upward Communications Problems

• The Roles of Questioning and Listening

• The Impact of Electronic Communications

• Organizational Grapevines and Rumors

Members of a hospital’s board of directors were listening to an appeal to spend
substantial capital funds to upgrade a CT scanner. “But why do we need all of these
extra features?” asked one board member. “Because,” explained a physician, “it will
allow us to reexamine the CT scans for a patient from a different set of perspectives
after he or she is gone.” “But why would you care to analyze the scans after a patient
is dead?” innocently asked another board member (who happened to be a funeral di-
rector). Only after widespread laughter did the physician realize that his use of the
word “gone” had two very different meanings among his audience—departed from
the health care facility versus departed from this world.



Communication is the ever-present activity by which people relate to one another and

combine their efforts. Communication is necessary to perpetuate the health of the organi-

zation. Just as people may develop arteriosclerosis, a hardening of the arteries that restricts

the flow of blood and the nutrients it carries, so may an organization develop similar prob-

lems with its information arteries. The result is the same—unnecessarily reduced efficiency

due to key information being blocked or restricted at various points throughout the orga-

nization. And just like the medical ailment, preventing the problem may be easier than

trying to find a cure.

Today’s employees have a powerful desire to know what is going on and how they fit

into the larger picture. More than ever before, managers need to engage in systematic and

extensive communications in upward, downward, and lateral directions. As you can see

from the opening quotes, listening skills—and humility—remain highly important in the

communication process. Further, as technology spreads ever wider, the human element of

communication must not be forgotten. In this chapter the significance of communication

in the workplace is explored in depth. Also discussed are its relation to organizational

behavior and the impact of electronic technology.

COMMUNICATION FUNDAMENTALS

Communication is the transfer of information and understanding from one person to an-

other person. It is a way of reaching others by transmitting ideas, facts, thoughts, feelings,

and values. Its goal is to have the receiver understand the message as it was intended. When

communication is effective, it provides a bridge of meaning between the two people so that

they can each share what they feel and know. By using this bridge, both parties can safely

cross the river of misunderstanding that sometimes separates people.

A survey of managers regarding their beliefs about a variety of skill areas showed two dra-

matic conclusions. First, “communication” was rated as the most important skill to the orga-

nization. Second, the current competency level of managers in their communications was

ranked just twelfth out of twenty items. Clearly, there is room for improvement in this critical

skill area.3

Communication always involves at least two people—a sender and a receiver. One per-

son alone cannot communicate. Only one or more receivers can complete the communica-

tion act. This fact is obvious when you think of being lost on an island and calling for help

when there is no one near enough to hear the call. The need for a receiver is not so obvious

to managers who send out memos to employees. They tend to think that when their mes-

sages are sent, they have communicated; but transmission of the message is only a begin-

ning. A manager may send a hundred messages, but there is no communication until each

one is received, read, and understood. Communication is what the receiver understands, not

what the sender says.

The Importance of Communication
Organizations cannot exist without communication. If there is no communication, employ-

ees cannot know what their co-workers are doing, management cannot receive information

inputs, and supervisors and team leaders cannot give instructions. Coordination of work is

impossible, and the organization will collapse for lack of it. Cooperation also becomes im-

possible, because people cannot communicate their needs and feelings to others. We can

say with confidence that every act of communication influences the organization in some

way, just as the flapping of a butterfly’s wings in California influences (however slightly)

the subsequent wind velocity in Boston. Communication helps accomplish all the basic
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management functions—planning, organizing, leading, and controlling—so that organiza-

tions can achieve their goals and meet their challenges.

When communication is effective, it tends to encourage better performance and job

satisfaction. People understand their jobs better and feel more involved in them. In some

instances they even will voluntarily give up some of their long-established privileges

because they see that a sacrifice is necessary.

Management in one firm persuaded production employees to bring their own coffee and have

coffee breaks at their machines instead of taking a regular lost-time coffee break in the cafe-

teria. The company had dealt directly and frankly with them. It presented to employee group

meetings a chart of electricity use for the plant, showing how power use was less than half of

normal for 15 minutes before and after coffee break, plus the normal production loss during

the break. The company made a sound case for the fact that this long period of inactivity and

partial activity prevented profitable operation. The power-use charts were convincing, and

employees readily accepted the new coffee-break policy.

The positive response of those employees supports one of the basic propositions of organi-

zational behavior—that open communication is generally better than restricted communi-

cation. In effect, if employees know the problems an organization is facing and hear what

managers are trying to do, they will usually respond favorably.

Open-book management builds on the overall theme of open and transparent com-

munications. Open-book systems provide employees with the company’s financial and

other operating numbers, which enables them to independently track and understand the or-

ganization’s performance. Then employees are provided training and are expected to take

appropriate action to improve those numbers. Open communications works best when em-

ployees understand the business, trust that they will receive some benefit from the organi-

zation’s success, and are fully empowered to help run the workplace.

To focus solely on communication with employees and ignore the needs of managers

would be easy, but that approach would provide a limited view. Management’s role is critical,

for managers not only initiate communications but also pass them on to and interpret them for

employees. Just as a photograph can be no clearer than the negative from which it is printed,

managers cannot transmit a message more clearly than their own understanding of it.

Kiki, a department supervisor, received a copy of a 110-page report. Instead of distributing

it directly to her staff and expecting them to read the entire report, she prepared a two-page

summary and gave it to each member. Although they appreciated the time saved, they real-

ized that they were now dependent on her interpretation of the total report. Similarly, the

quality of Kiki’s summary depended on the readability of the original report as well as her

own skills of interpretation.

Managers need timely, useful information to make sound decisions. Inadequate or poor

data can affect a broad area of performance because the scope of managerial influence is

quite wide. Very simply, managerial decisions affect many people and many activities.

The Two-Way Communication Process
The two-way communication process is the method by which a sender reaches a re-

ceiver with a message. The process always requires eight steps, whether the two parties talk,

use hand signals, or employ some advanced-technology means of communication. The

steps are shown in Figure 3.1.

Develop an Idea Step 1 is to develop an idea that the sender wishes to transmit. This is

the key step, because unless there is a worthwhile message, all the other steps are somewhat

useless. This step is represented by the sign, sometimes seen on office or factory walls, that

reads, “Be sure brain is engaged before putting mouth in gear.”
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Encode Step 2 is to encode (convert) the idea into suitable words, charts, or other sym-

bols for transmission. At this point the sender determines the method of transmission so

that the words and symbols may be organized in suitable fashion for the type of transmission.

For example, back-and-forth conversation usually is not organized the same way as a writ-

ten memorandum.

The key to successful encoding lies in the process of framing an issue for presentation.

Framing uses rich, colorful, carefully selected language to shape the perceptions of recip-

ients. The sender of a communication attempts to frame an issue by placing it in a particular

context or background to manage the meaning in the way it was intended. For example,

note the difference between framing the competition for new customers as a “problem” ver-

sus an “opportunity.” Framing is a potent tool for managers to create vivid images and

memorable messages, and thereby shape the attitudes and actions of their followers.

Transmit When the message finally is developed, step 3 is to transmit it by the method

chosen, such as by memo, phone call, or personal visit. The sender also chooses a certain

channel, such as bypassing or not bypassing the superintendent, and communicates with

careful timing. For example, the sender may decide that today may not be the right day to

talk to the manager about that pay raise. The sender also tries to keep the communication

channel free of barriers, or interference, as shown in Figure 3.1, so that the message has a

chance to reach the receiver and hold his or her attention. In employment interviewing or

performance appraisals, for example, freedom from distraction is desirable.

Receive Transmission allows another person to receive a message, which is step 4. In this

step the initiative transfers to the receiver, who tunes in to receive the message. If it is oral,

the receiver needs to be a good listener, a skill that is discussed shortly. If the receiver does

not function, the message is lost.

Andrea sent an urgent request to a professional colleague across the country for a copy of a

diagram she needed for a presentation later that day. “I’ll fax it to you,” Derrick responded.

Each time he tried, however, a message appeared telling him that the fax transmission did not go

through. After he called Andrea to explain this perplexing problem, she checked her machine and

found it had run out of paper. Only after fixing the problem did she receive the needed message.

Decode Step 5 is to decode the message so that it can be understood. The sender wants

the receiver to understand the message exactly as it was sent. For example, if the sender

transmits the equivalent of a square and the decoding step produces a circle, then a message

has been sent, but not much understanding has taken place.
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Understanding can occur only in a receiver’s mind. A communicator may make others

listen, but there is no way to make them understand. The receiver alone chooses whether to

understand or not. Many employers overlook this fact when giving instructions or explana-

tions. They think that telling someone is sufficient, but the communication cannot proceed

until there is understanding. This process is known as “getting through” to a person.

The encoding-decoding sequence is somewhat like the activity involved when modern log

homes are first constructed near the timber source rather than at the final site. The completed

home cannot be moved in one piece, so it has to be disassembled log by log, with each log

marked as to its proper location. This process is similar to the action of a sender who has an

idea and encodes (dismantles) it into a series of words, each marked by location and other

means to guide the receiver. In order to move the idea (transmit it), the sender needs to take it

apart by putting it into words. The reassembly of the home log by log at its final destination

is similar to the action of a receiver who takes the words received and mentally reassembles

them into whole ideas. If one log (or word) is misused, the entire structure (message) may be

weakened.

Accept Once the receiver has obtained and decoded a message, that person has the op-

portunity to accept or reject it, which is step 6. The sender, of course, would like the re-

ceiver to accept the communication in the manner intended so that activities can progress

as planned. Acceptance, however, is a matter of choice and degree, such that the receiver

has considerable control over whether or not to embrace all the message or just parts of it.

Some factors affecting the acceptance decision revolve around perceptions of the message’s

accuracy, the authority and credibility of the sender, the sender’s persuasive skills (see What

Managers are Reading), and the behavioral implications for the receiver.

Use Step 7 in the communication process is for the receiver to use the information. The re-

ceiver may discard it, perform the task as directed, store the information for the future, or do

something else. This is a critical action step, and the receiver is largely in control of what to do.

Provide Feedback When the receiver acknowledges the message and responds to the

sender, feedback has occurred. Feedback completes the communication loop, because there

is a message flow from the sender to the receiver and back to the sender, as shown by the

feedback arrow (step 8) at the bottom of Figure 3.1.

Engaging in two-way communication can be compared to playing the game of tennis. Con-

sider the process that must go on in the mind of one of its powerful young stars, Venus

Williams. As Venus serves the ball, she cannot tell herself, “My next shot will be a crosscourt
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What Managers Are Reading

Managers are marketers, according to psychologist Robert Cialdini. They need to use
their charisma, eloquence, and verbal skills to persuade others above and below them
to accept their ideas and change their behaviors. Hierarchical power seldom works to
achieve these ends. What do work are six fundamental principles of persuasion:

1. Liking—Uncover similarities to build bonds with others, and offer genuine praise to
them.

2. Reciprocity—Give what you want to receive.

3. Social proof—Use peer power whenever it is available.

4. Consistency—Solicit commitments that are active, public, and voluntary.

5. Authority—Don’t assume that your expertise is self-evident; expose it.

6. Scarcity—Accent the unique and exclusive benefits of your product/service.

Source: Robert B. Cialdini, Influence: Science and Practice, 4th ed., Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2001.
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forehand.” Her next shot, to be effective, must depend on feedback from the receiver, that is,

on where and how her opponent returns the serve. Venus undoubtedly has an overall strategy

for the match, but each of her shots must be contingent on the way the ball is returned to

her—its force, spin, and placement—and on the position of her opponent on the opposite

side of the court. If Venus fails to match her shots to her opponent’s game, she will find that

her game is not as effective as it could have been that day. As is the case in communication,

ignoring feedback limits the likelihood that the exchange will be successful.

Two-way communication, made possible by feedback, has a back-and-forth pattern. In

two-way communication, the speaker sends a message and the receiver’s response comes

back to the speaker. The result is a developing play-by-play situation in which the speaker

can, and should, adjust the next message to fit the previous response of the receiver. The

sender needs feedback—the final step—because it tells whether the message was received,

decoded properly, accepted, and used. If necessary, the sender should seek and request

feedback from the receiver. When this two-way communication occurs, both parties expe-

rience greater satisfaction, frustration is prevented, and work accuracy is much improved.

Potential Problems
Two-way communication is not exclusively beneficial. It also can cause difficulties. Two

people may strongly disagree about some item but not realize it until they establish two-

way communication. When they expose their different viewpoints, they may become

even more polarized, taking even more extreme positions. When threatened with the

potential embarrassment of losing an argument, people tend to abandon logic and ratio-

nality, and engage in defensive reasoning.4 They blame others, selectively gather and

use data, seek to remain in control, and suppress negative feelings. Defensive reasoning

is designed to avoid risk and the appearance of incompetence, but it typically results in a

drive toward control and winning. These objectives predictably detract from effective

communications.

Another difficulty that may emerge is cognitive dissonance. This is the internal con-

flict and anxiety that occurs when people receive information incompatible with their value

systems, prior decisions, or other information they may have. Since people do not feel com-

fortable with dissonance, they try to remove or reduce it. Perhaps they will try to obtain

new communication inputs, change their interpretation of the inputs, reverse their decision,

or change their values. They may even refuse to believe the dissonant input, or they may

rationalize it out of the way.

Senders always need to communicate with care, because communication is a potent

form of self-revelation to others as well as a source of possible evaluation. Not only are we

disclosing something about ourselves (content) when we speak, but others are judging us at

the same time. This aspect of communication creates pressure to engage in face-saving—

an attempt to preserve our valued self-concept from attack. Our very self-esteem is threat-

ened when people say something to us that we wish they had not. Sometimes they, too,

regret having said something that challenges our self-concept (personal image). Although

such regrettable messages are often unintended, they usually create hard feelings in the

recipient, place stress on the relationship, or even cause the relationship to deteriorate.

Regrettable messages may include several types, such as outright verbal blunders, personal

attacks, stereotyped slurs, sarcastic criticism, or harmful information. People often send

regrettable messages during an emotional confrontation, as in this example:

Damian (an accounting supervisor) and Janny (a marketing manager) had both interviewed a

series of candidates for the position of auditor. Later, they got together with three other de-

partment heads to make the final selection. When Janny pointed out a weakness she saw in

one candidate, Damian reacted sharply by questioning her capacity to assess auditing skills,

Possible problem of

cognitive dissonance

Face-saving

Senders require

feedback.



due to the fact that she had spent her entire career in marketing. Janny, of course, was furious

at having her integrity attacked. Although Damian later apologized to her and claimed he

regretted the incident, Janny never forgot the remark.

Communication Barriers
Even when the receiver receives the message and makes a genuine effort to decode it, a

number of interferences may limit the receiver’s understanding. These obstacles act as

noise, or barriers to communication, and may emerge in either the physical surroundings

(such as a co-worker’s radio overshadowing your phone conversation) or within an individ-

ual’s emotions (the distraction of the receiver’s concern about a sick relative). Noise may

entirely prevent a communication, filter out part of it, or give it incorrect meaning. Three

types of barriers are personal, physical, and semantic.

Personal Barriers Personal barriers are communication interferences that arise from

human emotions, values, and poor listening habits. They may also stem from differences in

education, race, sex, socioeconomic status, and other factors. Personal barriers are a com-

mon occurrence in work situations, with common examples including distracting verbal

habits (e.g., needless repetition of “ah” or ending nearly every sentence with “you know”).

Personal barriers often involve a psychological distance—a feeling of being emotion-

ally separated—between people that is similar to actual physical distance. For example,

Marsha talks down to Janet, who resents this treatment, and Janet’s resentment separates them.

Our emotions act as perceptual filters in nearly all our communications. We see and hear

what we are emotionally tuned to see and hear, so communication is guided by our expecta-

tions. We also communicate our interpretation of reality instead of reality itself. Someone has

said, “No matter what you say a thing is, it isn’t,” meaning that the sender is merely giving an

emotionally filtered perception of it. Under these conditions, when the sender’s and receiver’s

perceptions are reasonably close together, their communication will be more effective.

Physical Barriers Physical barriers are communication interferences that occur in the

environment in which the communication takes place. A typical physical barrier is a sud-

den distracting noise that temporarily drowns out a voice message. Other physical barriers

include distances between people, walls around a worker’s cubicle, or static that interferes

with radio messages. People frequently recognize when physical interference occurs and try

to compensate for it.

When visitors came to her office, Carmen Valencia used to sit rigidly behind her desk, leav-

ing the other person somewhat distant on the other side of the desk. This arrangement created

a psychological distance and clearly established her as the leader and superior in the interac-

tion. Then she rearranged her office so that a visitor sat beside her on the same side of her

desk. This arrangement suggested more receptiveness and equality of interaction with visi-

tors. It also had the advantage of providing a work area on her desk for mutual examination

of work documents. When she wished to establish a more informal relationship, particularly

with her team members, she came around to the front of the desk and sat in a chair near the

employee.

Carmen’s behavior also illustrates the practice of maintaining proper physical distance

between two parties as they communicate. The study of such spatial separation is called

proxemics; it involves the exploration of different practices and feelings about interper-

sonal space within and across cultures. In the United States, general practice allows intimate

communications between close friends to occur at very short range (e.g., 6 to 18 inches).

Conversations with acquaintances are often held at a 3- or 4-foot personal distance. Work-

related discussions between colleagues may occur at a social distance of 4 to 12 feet, with

more impersonal and formal conversations in public occurring at even greater distances.
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Semantic Barriers Semantics is the science of meaning, as contrasted with phonetics,

the science of sounds. Nearly all communication is symbolic; that is, it is achieved using

symbols (words, pictures, and actions) that suggest certain meanings. These symbols are

merely a map that describes a territory, but they are not the real territory itself; hence they

must be decoded and interpreted by the receiver. Before we introduce the three types

of symbols, however, an additional form of barrier, one that has its origin in semantics,

deserves mention.

Semantic barriers arise from limitations in the symbols with which we communicate.

Symbols usually have a variety of meanings, and we have to choose one meaning from

many. Sometimes we choose the wrong meaning and misunderstanding occurs. An illus-

tration is the case of the board of directors at the beginning of this chapter. This is particu-

larly likely when communicators use jargon, which is the specialized language of a group.

Jargon can include the use of acronyms (first letters of each word in a phrase, such as us-

ing OB for organizational behavior), slang (words unique to an ethnic or racial group), or

distinctive terms that are created by a professional or interest group (e.g., “bandwidth”).

Interestingly, jargon is beneficial within a group, but it often creates problems across

different groups.

Semantics presents a particularly difficult challenge when people from different cultures

attempt to communicate with each other. Not only must both parties learn the literal mean-

ings of words in the other language, they must also interpret the words within their context

and the way in which they are used (tone, volume, and accompanying nonverbal gestures).

Clearly, the emerging global economy demands that sensitive managers everywhere over-

come the extra burden that semantic barriers place on their intercultural communications.

Whenever we interpret a symbol on the basis of our assumptions instead of the facts, we

are making an inference. Inferences are an essential part of most communication. We can-

not avoid them by waiting until all communication is factual before accepting it. However,

since inferences can give a wrong signal, we need always to be aware of them and to

appraise them carefully. When doubts arise, more information can be sought.

Communication Symbols
Words Words are the main communication symbol used on the job. Many employees

spend more than 50 percent of their time in some form of verbal communication. A major

difficulty occurs, however, since nearly every common word has several meanings. Multi-

ple meanings are necessary because we are trying to talk about an infinitely complex world

while using only a limited number of words. The complexities of a single language are

compounded when people from diverse backgrounds—such as different educational levels,

ethnic heritages, or cultures—attempt to communicate. No wonder we have trouble com-

municating with one another!

Chapter 3 Managing Communications 51

Global Communication Practices

Not only is it important to know and observe common practice with regard to the nature of

the underlying relationships (intimate, friendly, work-related, or casual) between two parties;

it is also imperative that these practices be adapted for cultural differences. In some societies,

sharply different practices prevail. For example, Latin American and Asian cultures generally

favor closer distances for personal conversations, and workers in Arab countries often main-

tain extremely close contact. Therefore, the sender should be aware of cultural norms and the

receiver’s preferences, and make an effort to understand and adapt to them.

Fact versus inference



If words really have no single meaning, how can managers make sense with them in

communicating with employees? The answer lies in context, which is the environment

surrounding the use of a word. For example, using the term “dummy” to describe another

person in an argument at the office may be derogatory, but using it to refer to the person

serving as dummy in a social game of bridge is acceptable. We need to surround key words

with the context of other words and symbols until their meanings are narrowed to fairly cer-

tain limits and potential confusion is minimized. Consequently, effective communicators

are idea-centered rather than just word-centered. They know that words do not provide

meaning, but people do.

Context provides meaning to words partially through the cues people receive from their

social environment, such as friends and co-workers. Social cues are positive or negative

bits of information that influence how people react to a communication. Examples of social

cues are job titles, patterns of dress, and the historical use of words in a particular region of

the country or ethnic group. Our susceptibility to being influenced by these cues varies, de-

pending on the credibility of the source, our past exposure to the item, the ambiguity of the

cue, and individual differences such as diverse cultural backgrounds. It is always important

for us to be aware of social cues, because use of language with inadequate context creates

a semantic smog. Like a real smog, it irritates our senses and interferes with the accuracy

of our perceptions.

Since the meaning of words is difficult to impart even with the use of context, a reason-

able assumption is that if these symbols can be simplified, the receiver will understand

them more easily. Further, if symbols of the type that receivers prefer are used, the receivers

will be more receptive. This assumption is behind the idea of readability, which is the

process of making writing and speech more understandable.5

Figure 3.2 offers some guidelines for more readable writing. Then it applies the guide-

lines to show how the complex writing in the original paragraph can be simplified in the

second one. When you write your next report for a class, check it before submitting it to see

if you have successfully practiced the ideas in Figure 3.2.

52 Part One Fundamentals of Organizational Behavior

Context provides

meaning.

Social cues

Readability

Guidelines for Readable Writing

• Use simple and familiar words and phrases, such as “improve” instead of “ameliorate”

and “like” instead of “in a manner similar to that of.” These ease the reader’s task, and

make comprehension more likely.

• Use personal pronouns such as “you” and “them,” if the style permits. These help the

receiver relate to the message.

• Use illustrations, examples, and charts. Remember that “a picture is worth a thousand

words.”

• Use short sentences and paragraphs. You want to express your thoughts efficiently.

Avoid excessive conjunctions and divide long paragraphs.

• Use active verbs, such as “The manager decided . . . “ rather than “The manager

came to the conclusion that . . . “ Active words carry more impact.

• Use only necessary words. For example, in the sentence “Bad weather conditions

served to prevent my trip,” the word “conditions” is not needed and “served to

prevent” can be shortened. Say, “Bad weather prevented my trip.”

• Use a clear structure. Use headings and subheadings to demonstrate that you are

following an outline. Apply techniques of emphasis (e.g., boldface, underlining, or

italics) to accent the ideas you believe are most important. Include helpful lists of key

points, accented by numbers or bullets.

FIGURE 3.2
Clear Writing:

Guidelines and an

Example

Source: Adapted from

Readingease: The Key to

Understanding, Employee

Relations Staff. General 

Motors Corporation, n.d.



Much of the organizational literature sent to employees and customers is more difficult

than standard levels of readability. Employee handbooks, codes of conduct, annual reports

to stockholders, product assembly manuals, strategic plans, and union contracts are consis-

tently rated “difficult” and “very difficult.” Such ratings indicate that the writing is beyond

the level of standard reading even for typical adults.

Monitoring readability and simplifying documents is a critical communication task. For

example, many members of the U.S. labor force have some language difficulties. Millions

of Americans are functionally illiterate. This means that they do not always have the read-

ing skills necessary to comprehend even basic job descriptions or work orders assigning

them to tasks. In addition, as increasing proportions of the workforce are drawn from

diverse cultural backgrounds, English is a second language for many. This means that

English terms and phrases that are common to some workers may appear strange to others.

Such language needs to be avoided, or at least clarified. Since the main purpose of

communication is to make ourselves understood, we clearly must consider the needs of

receivers and adapt our use of words to their level.

Pictures A second type of symbol is the picture, which is used to clarify word communi-

cation. Organizations make extensive use of pictures, such as blueprints, progress charts,

fishbone diagrams, causal maps, visual aids in training programs, scale models of products,

and similar devices. Pictures can provide powerful visual images, as suggested by the

proverb “A picture is worth a thousand words.” To be most effective, however, pictures

should be combined with well-chosen words and actions to tell a complete story.

One organization, Lake Superior Paper Industries, planned to build a state-of-the-art paper

mill. Because of the complexity of the technology involved, the $400 million construction

cost, and the serious impact of any delays in the mill’s construction, the company decided to

build a three-dimensional room-sized model of the entire building and its contents. Company

officials claimed that this one “picture,” created at a cost of over $1 million, saved them

many times that amount by letting designers and construction personnel see precisely where

layout problems would occur before costly conflicts actually arose.

Action (Nonverbal Communication)

A third type of communication symbol is action, also known as nonverbal communica-
tion. Often people forget that what they do is a means of communication to the extent that

such action is open to interpretation by others. For example, a handshake and a smile have

meaning. A raise in pay or being late for an appointment also has meaning.

Two significant points about action are sometimes overlooked. One point is that failure

to act is an important way of communicating. A manager who fails to praise an employee

for a job well done or fails to provide promised resources is sending a message to that per-

son. Since we send messages by both action and inaction, we communicate almost all the

time at work, regardless of our intentions.

A second point is that actions speak louder than words, at least in the long run. Man-

agers who say one thing but do another will soon find that their employees “listen” mostly

to what they do. The manager’s behavior is the stronger social cue. A typical example is an

executive who verbally advocates ethical behavior but repeatedly violates the company’s

own code of conduct. Employees receive mixed signals and may find it convenient to

mimic the executive’s unethical actions.

When there is a difference between what someone says and does, a credibility gap
exists. Communication credibility is based on three factors: trustworthiness, expertise, and

dynamism.6 These three factors suggest that managers must act with integrity, speak from

a strong base of knowledge, and deliver their messages with confidence and enthusiasm.

Although a manager’s credibility can take years to develop, only a few moments are required
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to destroy it. The following illustration shows how a large credibility gap can result in the

loss of confidence in a leader:

Willie Beacon, the zone manager of a sales office, emphasized the idea that he depended upon

his employees to help him do a good job because, as he stated it, “You salespeople are the ones

in direct contact with the customer, and you get much valuable information and many useful

suggestions.” In most of his sales meetings he said that he always welcomed employees’ ideas

and suggestions. But here is how he translated his words into action: In those same sales meet-

ings the schedule was so tight that by the time he finished his pep talk, there was no time for

anyone to present problems or ask questions, and he would hardly tolerate an interruption

during his talk because he claimed that interruptions destroyed its punch.

If a salesperson tried to present a suggestion in Willie’s office, Willie usually began with,

“Fine, I’m glad you brought in your suggestion.” Before long, however, he would direct the

conversation to some subject on his mind, or would have to keep an appointment, or would

find some other reason for never quite getting to the suggestion. The few suggestions that did

get through, he rebuffed with, “Yeah, I thought of that a long time ago, but it won’t work.”

The eventual result was that he received no suggestions. His actions spoke louder than his

words. His credibility gap was too large for employees to overcome.

An important part of nonverbal communication is body language, by which people

communicate meaning to others with their bodies in interpersonal interaction. Body lan-

guage is an important supplement to verbal communication in most parts of the world.

Facial expressions are especially important sources of body language in work situations.

Examples are eye contact, eye movement, smiles and frowns, and a furrowed brow. In one

instance a manager frowned when an employee brought a suggestion, and the employee in-

terpreted the frown as a rejection when in fact it was a headache. In another instance a

smile at an inappropriate time was interpreted as a derisive sneer, and an argument erupted.

Nonverbal cues can be either inadvertent, as in the preceding examples, or intentional, thus

adding complexity to the communication process. Other types of body language are phys-

ical touch, hand and hip movements, leaning forward or back, crossing one’s arms or legs,

and sighing or yawning. Despite the wealth of data available from nonverbal cues, their in-

terpretation is highly subjective and loaded with the potential for error. Caution is in order.

The Impact of Barriers on the Communication Process
We have now reviewed a sampling of the barriers that impede the exchange of communi-

cation between two people. Next, it is valuable to examine which of those barriers exert

their impact on the actions in the eight-step communication process outlined previously in

Figure 3.1. This allows managers, as students of organizational behavior, to direct their

attention toward minimizing the effects of specific barriers.

Figure 3.3 suggests that the personal barriers have a pervasive effect on communications.

Emotions can affect the development of an idea for presentation, the method and form of its

transmission, how it is decoded, and most certainly whether it is accepted. Listening skills (dis-

cussed on pages 60–61) have a powerful impact on the effectiveness of a message’s receipt and

interpretation (decoding). Feelings of psychological distance largely impact the receipt, accep-

tance, and usage of a message, in addition to the quality of feedback provided to the sender.

Physical barriers such as noise and geographical distance primarily affect the transmis-

sion and receipt of messages, whereas semantic issues and various communication symbols

most often create problems in the encoding, decoding, and acceptance stages. The overall

message for managers is that barriers can—and do—affect the effectiveness of communi-

cations at all eight stages. The active participants in a communication exchange—just like

two acrobats on a trapeze—dare not let their guards down for even an instant, or the nega-

tive consequences can be long-lasting!
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DOWNWARD COMMUNICATION

Downward communication in an organization is the flow of information from higher to

lower levels of authority. Almost one-half of managerial communications are with subordi-

nates, with the remainder divided among superiors, peers, and external recipients. To commu-

nicate downward, some executives rely on colorful booklets, flashy PowerPoint presentations,

and elaborately planned employee meetings. These approaches, while attention-getting, often

fail to achieve employee understanding—one of the goals of effective communication. The key

to better communication lies not just in the use of color, action, and electronic aids but in the

presentation of information by more sensitive managers who prepare carefully and convey

their messages with candor, energy, and warmth. Managers who communicate successfully are

sensitive to human needs and open to true dialogue with their employees.

Prerequisites and Problems
Part of management’s failure has been that it did not prepare for effective communication. It

failed to lay a good foundation, so its communication house was built upon sand. A solid foun-

dation has four cornerstones that act as prerequisites for an effective approach. First, managers

need to develop a positive communication attitude. They must convince themselves that com-

munication is an important part of their jobs, as research on managerial responsibilities

convincingly shows. Second, managers must continually work to get informed. They need to

seek out relevant information of interest to employees, share it, and help employees feel in-

formed. Third, managers need to consciously plan for communication, and they must do this at

the beginning of a course of action. Finally, managers must develop trust; as mentioned earlier,

trust between senders and receivers is important in all communication. If subordinates do not

trust their superiors, they are not as likely to listen to or to believe management’s messages.

Consider the case of two employees from the same firm who were told by their manager not

to discuss pay with each other, because the other one might be unhappy to learn of having a

lower salary. Later, at a New Year’s Eve party, they started talking with each other about their

salaries and soon discovered that they were earning exactly the same amount. How much will

they trust their manager in the future?

Communication Overload Managers sometimes operate with the philosophy that more

communication is better communication. They give employees enormous amounts of in-

formation until employees find that they are overwhelmed with data, but understanding is
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Personal Barriers Physical Barriers Semantic Barriers

Communication Psychological Geographical

Steps Emotions Listening Distance Noise Distance Semantics Symbols

1. Develop X

2. Encode X X

3. Transmit X X X

4. Receive X X X X

5. Decode X X X X

6. Accept X X X

7. Use X

8. Feedback X

FIGURE 3.3 Primary Impact of Barriers on the Steps in Communication

Four prerequisites
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not improved. What happens is a communication overload, in which employees receive

more communication inputs than they can process or more than they need. The keys to

better communication are timing and quality, not quantity. It is possible to have better

understanding with less total communication if it is of high quality and delivered at the

appropriate moment.

Acceptance of a Communication As pointed out earlier, acceptance of a message by the

receiver is critical; without acceptance, communication breaks down. Several conditions

encourage acceptance of a communication:

• Acknowledged legitimacy of the sender to send a message

• Perceived competence of the sender relative to the issue

• Trust in the sender as a leader and as a person

• Perceived credibility of the message received

• Acceptance of the tasks and goals that the communication is trying to accomplish

• Power of the sender to enforce sanctions on the receiver either directly or indirectly

If overload can be prevented and the likelihood of acceptance ensured through the use of

these six conditions, then managers can turn their attention toward the satisfaction of four

important communication needs of employees.

Communication Needs

Employees at lower levels have a number of communication needs. Managers think that

they understand employees’ needs, but often their employees do not think so.7 This funda-

mental difference in perception tends to exist at each level in organizations, thereby mak-

ing communication more difficult. It causes downward communicators to be overconfident

and probably not take enough care with their downward messages.

Job Instruction One communication need of employees is proper instruction regarding

their work. Managers secure better results if they state their instructions in terms of the ob-

jective requirements of the job as well as the opportunities and potential problem areas. The

consequences of inadequate job instructions can be disastrous, as in this example:

A manufacturer of small tools hired a new sales representative, gave him a tour of the plant

and a copy of the product catalog, and assigned him to a territory. In a few weeks the repre-

sentative jubilantly sent in an order for 100,000 units of a multipurpose tool. Only then did

the company realize it had neglected to tell him that that product was never promoted to its

customers because the tool was priced well below the company’s cost of producing it (in

order to match a competitor’s price). The result was that the company lost over $10,000 on

this one order!

An Ethics Question

Your organization just announced that it will be making about a 15 percent cutback in em-

ployment to “rightsize” itself for a contracting market. With 22 people reporting directly to

you, this would translate into about 3 or 4 people who will lose their jobs, and you have

already submitted a prioritized list of 3, 4, or 5 persons who might be candidates for this

reduction in force. However, you were asked to keep the list confidential until upper manage-

ment finalizes its targets for reduction. In the meantime, one of the five people you identified

came to you to inquire about his chances of being retained through the cutback. Is telling him

ethical? Why or why not?

Quality is preferable to

quantity.



The need for objective information is especially important for employees in a new job

or organization. Because their high expectations often conflict with reality, they quickly be-

come dissatisfied. To prevent such discontent, firms are using realistic job previews, in

which job candidates are given small samples of organizational reality. The realistic pre-

view minimizes the employee’s unmet expectations by providing both positive and negative

information about the potential work environment. When this method is used, turnover of

new employees is reduced.

Performance Feedback Employees also need feedback about their performance. Feed-

back helps them know what to do and how well they are meeting their own goals. It shows

that others are interested in what they are doing. Assuming that performance is satisfactory,

feedback enhances employees’ self-image and feelings of competence. Generally, per-
formance feedback leads to both improved performance and improved attitudes.

Giving feedback is a challenging task for managers. The process is discussed in depth in

Chapter 6. Some dedicated employees engage in feedback-seeking behavior, in which

they search for information about their prior performance and possible areas of improve-

ment. Feedback-seeking individuals can actively monitor cues regarding their own perfor-

mance (“This report tells me I’m still 3 percent over my budget”) and inquire about

progress toward their goals (“How am I doing?”). Employees are more likely to engage in

feedback-seeking behavior if they have a strong competence motive and a powerful drive

to self-evaluate, if they currently lack feedback from others, and if the results are not ex-

pected to threaten their self-esteem.8 Managers should encourage this behavior and attempt

to satisfy employees’ needs for performance-related information.

News Downward messages should reach employees as fresh and timely news rather than

as a stale confirmation of what already has been learned from other sources. Employees are

impatient, and rightfully so, for they cannot act effectively on the basis of old information.

Historically, employers distributed information via newsletters, postings on bulletin boards,

or inserts in pay envelopes. More contemporary methods include closed-circuit television,

daily recorded voicemail messages that employees can receive by dialing a certain number

(even from their homes), electronic mail systems, and Web sites.

Aircraft manufacturer McDonnell Douglas has sharply expanded its news-dissemination pro-

gram. Staff writers prepare daily, monthly, and quarterly newsletters on a wide range of oper-

ating topics (costs, scrap numbers, progress reports, stock price, and problems). These are

transmitted electronically to everybody associated with the program—employees, customers,

suppliers, and management. Everybody is kept informed, and promptly.9

Social Support Another communication need that employees have at work is social
support, which is the perception that they are cared for, esteemed, and valued. When inter-

personal warmth and trust are displayed by managers, there may be positive impacts on psy-

chological and physical health, as well as job satisfaction and performance. Note, though, that

whether a manager communicates about task assignments, career subjects, or personal mat-

ters; or provides performance feedback; or responds to questions raised, employees report

feeling a greater level of social support.10 Apparently, it is the presence (and caring delivery)

of communication, not the topic, that is most important for satisfying this particular need.

UPWARD COMMUNICATION

If the two-way flow of information is broken by poor upward communication, man-

agement loses touch with employee needs and lacks sufficient information to make sound

decisions. It is, therefore, unable to provide needed task and social support for employees.
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Management needs to tune in to employees in the same way a person with a radio tunes in.

This process requires initiative, positive action, sensitivity to weak signals, and adaptabil-

ity to different channels of employee information. It primarily requires an awareness and

belief that upward messages are important, as the following illustration shows:

The need for upward communication is demonstrated by the difficult experience of a manu-

facturing company that grew rapidly over two or three years. Despite work standards, super-

visory pressure, and extensive downward communication, employee enthusiasm lagged and

productivity declined.

Finally, management brought in an interviewing team from the home office. Most com-

plaints were petty ones, but there did seem to be a general feeling among older supervisors

and employees that as the company grew, they had become more and more separated from

higher management. They felt isolated and unable to discuss their problems with anyone.

Gradually, they became alienated from management and tended to spread their alienation to

the newer employees who were being hired as the company expanded.

As soon as management discovered the basic problem, it was able to take corrective

action. However, most of these difficulties could have been prevented if management had

developed effective procedures early enough to encourage upward communication.

Difficulties
Several problems plague upward communication, especially in larger, more complex orga-

nizations. The first is delay, which is the unnecessarily slow movement of information up

to higher levels. Indecisive managers hesitate to take a problem upward because doing so

implies an admission of failure; therefore each level delays the communication while try-

ing to decide how to solve the problem. The second, and closely intertwined, factor is

filtering. This partial screening out of information occurs because of the natural tendency

for an employee to tell a superior only what the employee thinks the superior wants to hear.

An extreme example of filtering is organizational silence. This is the conscious or

unconscious withholding of information about potential problems or issues on the part of

employees.11 The result is woefully incomplete information for upper management. Orga-

nizational silence is usually caused by two factors—fear of negative repercussions for

speaking up (a manager’s intolerance of dissent) or an assumption that one’s voice would

not be heard anyway.

There may be legitimate reasons for filtering. The total message may be technically

overwhelming, or the information may be speculative and require additional confirmation.

In some cases the supervisor may have previously requested the employee to pass along

only the highlights of a situation. These explanations indicate that filtering is not necessar-

ily a problem in communications.

Sometimes, in an effort to avoid filtering, people bypass their superior, which means

that they skip one or more steps in the communication hierarchy. On the positive side, this

reduces filtering and delays; on the negative side, since it upsets those who are bypassed,

employers usually discourage it. Another problem revolves around an employee’s legitimate

need for a response. Since employees initiate upward communication, they are now the

senders, and they have strong expectations that feedback will occur (and soon). If manage-

ment provides a quick response, further upward messages will be encouraged. Conversely,

lack of response suppresses future upward communications.

A final communication difficulty concerns distortion. This is the willful modification of

a message intended to achieve one’s personal objectives. For example, some employees

may exaggerate their achievements, hoping for more recognition or larger salary increases.

Others may cover up operating difficulties in their department, hoping to avoid a painful

confrontation with their supervisor. Any message distortion robs a manager of accurate
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information and the capacity to make enlightened decisions. Worse yet, it represents un-

ethical behavior that can destroy trust between two parties. Managers need to recognize the

potential for all these upward communication problems and must actively seek to pre-

vent them.

Upward Communication Practices
A starting point for building better upward communications is to establish a general policy

stating what kinds of upward messages are desired. This could include areas where higher

management is accountable, controversial topics, matters requiring managerial advice, or

any corporate policy exceptions or changes being recommended. In addition to policy

statements, various practices are needed to improve upward communications. Counseling

sessions, grievance systems, participative management, suggestion systems, job satisfac-

tion surveys, and other practices are discussed in later chapters. Additional practices dis-

cussed at this point are questioning, listening, employee meetings, open-door policies, and

participation in social groups.

Questioning Managers can encourage upward communications by asking good ques-

tions. This practice shows employees that management takes an interest in their opinions,

desires additional information, and values their input. Questions can take several forms,

but the most common types are open and closed. Open questions introduce a broad

topic and give others an opportunity to respond in many ways. “How are things going?”

is a classic open question, and the responses received can provide rich clues for the man-

ager to follow up. By contrast, closed questions focus on a narrower topic and invite

the receiver to provide a specific response. An example is, “What are the cost implica-

tions of the proposed early retirement plan?” Both open and closed questions can be use-

ful for initiating upward communications, especially if they invite dialogue and reflective

thought. No matter how well questions are asked, however, they are useless unless the

questions are accompanied by skillful listening and the responses are probed for their

meaning.
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Diversity in Communications

Do men and women use unique patterns of communication? Research on gender-based com-

munication styles has begun to show some fascinating diversity between the two groups.

Numerous studies have explored whether men and women use different (learned) communi-

cation styles.

In general, men and women display marked diversity in the way in which they communi-

cate at work. Men emphasize power, while women stress rapport; men are more likely than

women to claim credit for accomplishments; men tend to downplay their uncertainty rather

than admit it; women ask questions to learn more, while men fear that asking questions will

make them look ignorant; women make more ritualistic apologies, exchange compliments

with each other, invite honest feedback, and soften their criticism with praise; men look for

one-up chances, engage in ritualistic arguments, and seek recognition. Overall, men tend to

speak more directly, while women often prefer an indirect approach.

Sources: Deborah Tannen, “The Power of Talk: Who Gets Heard and Why,” Harvard Business Review,
September–October 1995, pp. 138–48; Deborah Tannen, You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men
in Conversation (New York: William Morrow, 1990); and Deborah Tannen, Talking from 9 to 5 (New York:
Avon Books, 1995).



Listening Active listening is more than hearing; it requires use of the ears and the

mind. Effective listening works on two levels—it helps receivers understand both the

factual idea and the emotional message the sender intended. Good listeners not only hear

what the person is saying but also learn about the feelings and emotions of that person.

Equally important, managers who listen effectively send a key signal that they care about

the employee. Although many people are not skilled listeners, they can improve their abil-

ity through a desire to improve, training courses, and focused practice. Participants in

listening courses are often taught to avoid daydreaming, to focus on the speaker’s objective,

to weigh the evidence, to search for examples and clues to meaning, and to use idle time to

review mentally what has already been said. Other suggestions for active listening are given

in Figure 3.4.

Employee Meetings One useful method of building upward communications is to meet

with small groups of employees. In these “town hall” meetings employees are encouraged

to talk about job problems, needs, and management practices that both help and interfere

with job performance. The meetings attempt to probe in some depth the issues that are on

the minds of employees. As a consequence (assuming follow-up action is taken), employee

attitudes improve and turnover declines.

One such employee meeting system is used in the Haworth Company, in Holland, Michigan.

Meetings called “sensing sessions” provide opportunities for employees to inform manage-

ment what is on their minds. Some questions asked by management are open, used to discover

what is going well and what is not and to seek suggestions for improvement. Others are more

focused on a specific issue. Led by corporate executives as facilitators, the sensing sessions

have been useful in obtaining ideas, as well as building partnerships and encouraging collabo-

ration on improvements within the organization.12

An Open-Door Policy An open-door policy is a statement that encourages employees

to come to their supervisor or higher management with any matter that concerns them.

Usually, employees are encouraged to see their supervisor first. If their problem is not

resolved by the supervisor, then higher management may be approached. The goal is to

remove blocks to upward communication. It is a worthy goal, but it is not easy to imple-

ment because there often are real or perceived barriers between managers and employees.

Although the manager’s door is physically open, psychological and social barriers exist that

make employees reluctant to enter. Some employees do not want to admit that they lack

information or have a problem. Others are afraid they will incur their manager’s disfavor if

they raise disruptive issues.

An “open door” is even more effective when managers walk through their own doors

and get out among their people. This approach reinforces the open-door policy with a pow-

erful social cue. In this way managers will learn more than they ever would by simply

sitting in their offices. This practice can be described as management by walking
around (MBWA), in which the manager takes the initiative to systematically make con-

tact with a large number of employees. By walking out through the door, the manager can

not only discover key information from employees but also use the opportunity to project a

supportive atmosphere. In this way, both parties gain.

Participation in Social Groups Informal, casual recreational events furnish superb

opportunities for unplanned upward communication. This spontaneous information sharing

reveals true conditions better than most formal communications. Departmental parties,

sports events, bowling groups, hobby groups, picnics, and other employer-sponsored activ-

ities are all useful. Upward communication is not the primary purpose of these events, but

it can be an important by-product of them.
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1. Stop talking!

You cannot listen if you are talking.

Polonius (Hamlet): “Give every man thine ear, but few thy voice.”

2. Put the talker at ease.

Welcome the person, and express your availability.

Help a person feel free to talk by making him or her comfortable.

Create a permissive atmosphere by establishing rapport.

3. Show a talker that you want to listen.

Look interested. Establish eye contact and give nonverbal responses.

Act interested. Do not read your mail while someone talks.

Listen to understand rather than to oppose.

Pay close attention; be “in the moment.”

4. Remove distractions.

Don’t doodle, tap, or shuffle papers.

Offer to shut the door. Don’t answer phone calls.

5. Empathize with a talker.

Try to see the other person’s point of view.

Connect with the person by sharing a similar experience.

Summarize and paraphrase to check your understanding.

6. Be patient.

Allow plenty of time. Do not interrupt a talker. Wait out the short pauses.

Don’t start for the door or walk away.

7. Hold your temper.

Pause before you speak or respond.

An angry person takes the wrong meaning from words.

8. Go easy on argument and criticism.

These approaches put a talker on the defensive, and she or he may clam up or

become angry.

Do not argue. Even if you win, you lose.

9. Ask relevant questions.

Asking questions encourages a talker and shows that you are listening.

Probe for underlying sentiments and hidden content. This helps develop points

further and discloses relevant emotions.

10. Stop talking!

This guideline is both first and last, because all others depend on it.

You cannot be an effective listener while you are talking.

• Nature gave people two ears but only one tongue, which is a gentle hint that

they should listen more than they talk.

• Listening requires two ears, one for meaning and one for feeling.

• Decision makers who do not listen have less information for making sound

decisions.

FIGURE 3.4
Guidelines for

Effective Listening
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OTHER FORMS OF COMMUNICATION

Not all communication takes place directly down or up the organizational hierarchy, not all

is formally prescribed by the firm, and not all of it takes place either at work or through

face-to-face interaction. This section provides an overview of lateral communication and

the impact of some electronic forms of communication.

Lateral Communication
Managers engage in a large amount of lateral communication, or cross-communica-

tion, which is communication across chains of command. It is necessary for job coordi-

nation with people in other departments. It also is done because people prefer the

informality of lateral communication rather than the up-and-down process of the offi-

cial chain of command. Lateral communication often is the dominant pattern within

management.

Employees who play a major role in lateral communication are referred to as boundary
spanners. Boundary-spanning employees have strong communication links within their

department, with people in other units, and often with the external community. These

connections with other units allow boundary spanners to gather large amounts of informa-

tion, which they may filter or transfer to others. This gives them a source of status and

potential power.

Networks Whereas boundary spanners acquire their roles through formal task responsi-

bilities, much other lateral communication takes place in less formal ways. A network is

a group of people who develop and maintain contact to exchange information informally,

usually about a shared interest. An employee who becomes active in such a group is said to

be networking. Although networks can exist within as well as outside a company, usually

they are built around external interests, such as recreation, social clubs, minority status,

professional groups, career interests, and trade meetings.

Deb Caldwin, an engineer, is in a network of research people who keep in touch at profes-

sional meetings and occasionally by telephone. She is also an excellent golfer and is part of

a golf network at a local country club. Therefore, she knows personally the top executives of

several local corporations, as well as other influential people in the area. Some of her networks

are business-related; some, career-related; and others, purely social.

Networks help broaden the interests of employees, keep them more informed about

new technical developments, and make them more visible to others. Networks help

employees learn who knows what and even who knows those who know. As a result, an

alert networker can gain access to influential people and centers of power by drawing

upon common backgrounds, bonds of friendship, complementary organizational roles, or

community ties. By obtaining job-related information and developing productive

working relationships through effective networks, employees gain valuable skills and can

perform their jobs better. Several practical suggestions for developing networks are

provided in Figure 3.5.

Ombudsperson Another device for aiding communication is the use of an ombudsperson.
This position is created to receive and respond to inquiries, complaints, requests for policy

clarifications, or allegations of wrongdoing from employees who do not feel comfortable

going through normal channels. All contacts are typically confidential to encourage candor.

The ombudsperson investigates the matter and intervenes where necessary to right a wrong

and correct the system to prevent future errors. In this way, a streamlined alternative to the

62 Part One Fundamentals of Organizational Behavior

Cross-communication

Boundary spanners

Networking



chain of command is created, and employees feel that their problem will receive a fair and

impartial hearing.

Electronic Communication

Electronic Mail Electronic mail (e-mail) is a computer-based communication system

that allows you to send a message to someone—or to a hundred people—almost instanta-

neously. It is stored within the computer system until the recipients turn on their networked

personal computers and read the message at their convenience, at which time they can

respond in the same manner. Some electronic mail systems can send messages in various

modes (such as a letter to one correspondent who does not have a computer), and others can

translate the message into a foreign language.

In surveys of employees, over 80 percent of users report that the Internet has made them

more productive at work. Most users receive more than 20 work-related e-mails every day,

and the vast majority respond to each of them within 24 hours. Clearly, electronic communi-

cations has had a profound impact on work lives.

The primary advantages of electronic mail systems are their dramatic speed and conve-

nience; the major disadvantages include the loss of face-to-face contact, the temptation to

send flaming (spontaneous, emotion-laden) messages, the risks of using acronyms and

emoticons (keyboard versions of various psychological states) that will be misunderstood,

and the associated difficulty of accurately conveying and interpreting emotions and

subtleties in brief and somewhat sterile printed messages.

In response to these challenges, organizations have begun developing communication

policies regarding which topics are appropriate for e-mail and which are not, who should

be on distribution lists, what language is unacceptable, and even the frequency with which

e-mail should be used (versus voice mail or face-to-face meetings). The whole field of

e-mail courtesy (“netiquette”) has sprung up, with a set of guidelines (see Figure 3.6)

emerging to help managers decide how best to proceed via e-mail.13

Psychiatrist Edward Hallowell, who teaches at the Harvard Medical School, believes that the

present era of technologically assisted communications has created a totally new challenge,

one of combining high tech with high touch. Managers, he asserts, need to connect on an
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1. Inventory your personal resources so that you know what you have to offer others.

2. Clarify your purpose for establishing or joining a network.

3. Join significant community organizations and contribute to them.

4. Initiate contacts with people whenever you can find (or create) a reason.

5. Share news, information, and ideas with others, thereby creating an obligation for

them to reciprocate.

6. Seek out responsibilities that will bring you into contact with key people.

7. Demonstrate to other networkers that you can be trusted with confidential

information.

8. Identify the key members of your network—those who have the most influence,

connections, and willingness to help.

9. Don’t hesitate to tap into members of your network for general advice, career

contacts, and other useful information.

10. Find various ways to help your network colleagues satisfy their needs.

FIGURE 3.5

Suggestions for

Developing and Using

a Personal Network

Electronic networks



emotional level in order to have effective communication take place—and this cannot be

done by either voice mail or e-mail. He advocates creating time for the human moment—an

authentic encounter between two people. This requires physical presence in mutual space,

tuning in to the other psychologically, and focusing on the other with high energy. The bene-

fits? Less loneliness and isolation, a higher sense of meaningful relationships, and greater

stimulation of mental activity.

Blogs A special problem in electronic communication can arise with the rapidly

increased interest in Web logs, or blogs. These are online diaries or journals created

and updated frequently by individuals to express their personal thoughts, musings, and

commentaries on topics of interest to them. Often informative and sometimes amusing,

blogs can be time-consuming if employees get “hooked” on reading them at work. Other

problems arise when employees themselves engage in blogging about their own com-

panies, thus offering unofficial insider opinions about the organization that may be

damaging to the company’s image. As a result, some organizations have created policies

restricting employee blogging activities. Other companies have found blogs highly

useful as a way of discovering what both customers and employees are thinking about

them.

Telecommuting A member of a Chicago law firm maintains a permanent residence at a

ski resort community in Colorado. An information processing operator works half of the

time at home and the other half at a downtown bank. An author in a California beach house,

working against a deadline, finishes a manuscript just before 8 A.M. and has a copy on the

editor’s desk hundreds of miles away just minutes later, about the time the author steps into

the ocean for a swim. These people are all engaged in telecommuting, also called the

electronic cottage. Telecommuters accomplish all or part of their work at home, or at a

satellite location, through computer links to their offices.

Research suggests that the personal advantages of telecommuting include freedom

from the distractions of the workplace, a reduction in the time and money spent on com-

muting, the opportunity to reduce expenditures for work-relevant clothing, and the oppor-

tunity to spend more time with family members or even to provide for their care at home.

Corporate advantages include improved productivity (sometimes as much as 15 to 25 per-

cent), reduced space requirements, the opportunity to hire key talent who will telecom-

mute from a distant city, increased employee loyalty because the employer “went the extra

mile” by setting up the system, and the capacity to accommodate disabled or chronically
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1. Provide your recipient with an informative subject for your message.

2. Indicate the degree of urgency with which you need a response.

3. Limit the use of acronyms and emoticons unless the receiver is thoroughly familiar

with them and receptive to them.

4. Be cautious about forwarding messages and replying to them; ensure that the

message is going only to the right persons.

5. Don’t assume that everyone is equally comfortable with e-mail or checks their

messages as frequently as you do.

6. Scan your inbox several times a day to assess which messages have the highest priority

and respond to them first. Nevertheless, try to get back to all messages requiring your

response within 24 hours.

7. Be brief.

8. Exercise as much care in spelling and punctuation as you would with a printed

message; recipients often judge you on the basis of your care and attention to detail.

FIGURE 3.6
Sample Guidelines

for e-Mail Netiquette

Blogs have both pros

and cons.

Working electronically

from one’s home



ill employees.14 Society benefits, too—from a reduction in auto traffic and pollution and

from the employment of people who are unable to work outside the home. Some employ-

ees are even inclined to contribute more time and effort in exchange for the comfort of

working in their homes.

The number of Americans working at home by telecommuting has already passed

10 million and could eventually include up to 25 percent of the workforce, according to

some optimistic estimates. The growth of telecommuting practices will depend largely on

the ability of managers to overcome their fear of a loss of direct control over employees

they cannot visually monitor. A number of other substantial problems can also arise for

telecommuters. These include the possibility of being overlooked at promotion time

through lesser daily visibility, the risk of getting burned out from the temptation to put in

more hours daily, and, especially, the social isolation that at-home employees may feel.15

As a consequence of this physical isolation, telecommuters may feel out of touch with

their regular (social) networks, unable to experience intellectual stimulation from their

peers, removed from informal channels of communication, and insulated from most

sources of social support. The emotional costs may be unacceptably high unless the

employer carefully screens participants, briefs them in advance so they know what to

expect, and makes a strong attempt to maintain contact with them. Clearly, technological

progress in communication is not easily gained without some human costs and organiza-

tional effort.

Virtual Offices The impact of technological developments on communication offers

both great promise and some problems as well. Some companies, such as Compaq,

Hewlett-Packard, IBM, and AT&T, have implemented virtual offices, in which physi-

cal office space and individual desks are being replaced with an amazing array of

portable communication tools—electronic mail, cellular phones, Thinkpads, voice mail

systems, laptop computers, fax machines, modems, and videoconferencing systems.

Employees armed with these tools can perform their work not just in their homes, as

telecommuters do, but almost anywhere—in their cars, in restaurants, in customers’

offices, or in airports. Electronic communication tools allow employers to greatly

reduce the office space needed for each employee, sometimes enabling them to replace

dozens of desks with a single “productivity center” that employees can use for holding

meetings, responding to mail, and accomplishing other short-term tasks. One signifi-

cant risk is the loss of an opportunity for social interaction; employees still need to

gather informally, exchange ideas and experiences face-to-face, and develop a sense of

teamwork.16

INFORMAL COMMUNICATION

The grapevine is an informal communication system. It coexists with management’s for-

mal communication system. The term “grapevine” arose during the Civil War. Intelligence

telegraph lines were strung loosely from tree to tree in the manner of a grapevine, and wild

grapevines grew over the lines in some areas. Since messages from the lines often were

incorrect or confusing, any rumor was said to be from the grapevine. Today the term

applies to all informal communication, including company information that is communi-

cated informally between employees and people in the community.

Although grapevine information tends to be sent orally, it may be written. Handwrit-

ten or typed notes sometimes are used, but in the modern electronic office these mes-

sages typically are flashed on computer screens, creating the new era of the electronic
grapevine. This system can speed the transmission of more units of information within
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a very short time. It will not replace the face-to-face grapevine, however, for two reasons:

(1) not every employee has access to a network of personal computers at work, and

(2) many workers enjoy the more personal social interaction gained through the tradi-

tional grapevine.

Since the grapevine arises from social interaction, it is as fickle, dynamic, and varied as

people are. It is the expression of their natural motivation to communicate. It is the exercise

of their freedom of speech and is a natural, normal activity. In fact, only employees who are

totally disinterested in their work do not engage in shoptalk about it. Employee interest in

associates is illustrated by this experience in one company:

The wife of a plant supervisor had a baby at 11 P.M., and a plant survey the next day at 2 P.M.

showed that 46 percent of the management personnel knew of the event through the grapevine.17

Features of the Grapevine
Several aspects distinguish the grapevine and help us to understand it better. The pattern

that grapevine information usually follows is called a cluster chain, because each link in

the chain tends to inform a cluster of other people instead of only one person. In addition,

only a few people are active communicators on the grapevine for any specific unit of

information. These people are called liaison individuals.

In one company, when a quality-control problem occurred, 68 percent of the executives knew

about it but only 20 percent of them spread the information. In another case, when a manager

planned to resign, 81 percent of the executives knew about it but only 11 percent passed the

news on to others.

As this example illustrates, the grapevine is often more a product of the situation than it

is of the person. This means that given the proper situation and motivation, anyone would

tend to become active on the grapevine. Some of the factors that encourage people to be

active are listed in Figure 3.7.

Typical examples of situations prompting grapevine activity include layoffs or takeovers,

firings or promotions, or the introduction of new technology. Some jobs, such as secre-

taries, are central funneling points for information and thus lead the holders of those

jobs into participation in the grapevine. Some employees simply have personalities that

make them active (e.g., they like to talk with others about others). Men and women are

equally active on the grapevine, showing no apparent gender difference in grapevine

activity.

Contrary to common perceptions, well over three-fourths of grapevine information is

accurate.18 However, the grapevine may also be incomplete; it generally carries the truth but

not the whole truth. In addition, the grapevine is fast, flexible, and personal. This speed

makes it difficult for management to stop undesirable rumors or to release significant news

in time to prevent rumor formation. Much feedback about employees and their jobs is

carried by the grapevine to a manager who is attentive to it, and it can also tell employees

useful things about their manager (“Don’t talk to Carrie; she’s really busy today”). In
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• Excitement and insecurity

• Involvement of friends and associates

• Recent information

• Procedure that brings people into

contact

FIGURE 3.7
Factors that

Encourage Grapevine

Activity

• Work that allows conversation

• Job that provides information desired by

others

• Personality of communicator



conclusion, the evidence shows that the grapevine is influential, both favorably and unfa-

vorably. The grapevine accomplishes so much positively and so much negatively that

determining whether its net effects are positive or negative is difficult. Undoubtedly, its

effects vary among work groups and organizations. Research with managers and white-

collar employees reported that 53 percent of them viewed the grapevine as a negative factor

in the organization. Only 27 percent viewed it as a positive factor, and 20 percent consid-

ered it neutral.19

Rumor
The major problem with the grapevine—and the one that gives the grapevine its poor

reputation—is rumor.The word “rumor” sometimes is used as a synonym for “grapevine,”

but technically, there is an important difference between the two terms. Rumor is grapevine

information that is communicated without secure standards of evidence being present. It is

the unverified and untrue part of the grapevine. It could by chance be correct, but generally

it is incorrect; thus it is presumed to be undesirable.

Rumor is primarily a result of both interest and ambiguity in a situation. If a subject is

unimportant or has no interest to a person, then that person has no cause to pass along a

rumor about it. For example, the author of this book has never rumored about the coconut

output on the island of Martinique for the preceding year. Similarly, if there is no ambigu-

ity in a situation, a person has no cause to spread rumor because the correct facts are

known. Two factors—interest and ambiguity—normally must be present both to begin and

to maintain a rumor. Following is an example of these two factors in action in the financial

community:

The rumor flew around the country that “the roof caved in on Bank X.” The origin of the

rumor, of course, was an ambiguous situation with different meanings. There were water

leaks in the ceiling of the bank’s building and this, coupled with the interest of both employees

and financial analysts, was translated into a rumor of financial problems at the bank. Once

the ambiguity was clarified, the rumor disappeared.

Since rumor largely depends on ambiguity and the interest that each person has, it tends

to change as it passes from person to person. Its general theme usually can be maintained,

but not its details. It is subject to filtering, by which it is reduced to a few basic details that

can be remembered and passed on to others. Generally, people choose details in the rumor

to fit their own interest and view of the world.

People also add new details, often making the story worse, in order to include their own

strong feelings and reasoning; this process is called elaborating.

Marlo Green, a factory worker, heard a rumor that an employee in another department had

been injured. When she passed the rumor to someone else, she elaborated by saying that the

injury probably was caused by the supervisor’s poor machine maintenance. Apparently, she

made this elaboration because she did not like the supervisor, and she felt that if someone

was injured, it must have been the supervisor’s fault.

Types of Rumors The previous illustrations (the bank roof and the factory injury) sug-

gest that there are different kinds of rumors. Some are historical and explanatory;

they attempt to make meaning out of incomplete prior events. Others are more sponta-

neous and action-oriented; they arise without much forethought and represent attempts

to change a current situation. Occasionally, rumors are negative, such as those which

drive a wedge between people or groups, destroy loyalties, and perpetuate hostilities.

They may also be positive, as when employees speculate about the beneficial effects of
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a new product just released. The existence of a variety of rumor types reminds managers

that rumors should not be universally condemned even though they sometimes create

problems.

Control of Rumor Since rumor generally is incorrect, a major outbreak of it can be a

devastating epidemic that sweeps through an organization as fast as a summer tornado—

and usually with as much damage. Rumor should be dealt with firmly and consistently,

but how and what to attack must be known. To strike at the whole grapevine merely

because it happens to be the agent that carried the rumor is a serious mistake; that

approach would be as unwise as throwing away a computer’s keyboard because of a few

misspelled words. Several ways to control rumor are summarized in Figure 3.8. The best

approach is to prevent it by removing its causes. When rumors do circulate, however, a

face-to-face supply of facts—if provided early—helps answer the ambiguities in each

person’s mind.

Summary Communication is the transfer of information and understanding from one person to

another person. Organizations need effective communication in downward, upward, and

lateral directions. The two-way communication process consists of these eight steps:

develop an idea, encode, transmit, receive, decode, accept, use, and provide feedback. To

overcome personal, physical, and semantic barriers, managers must pay close attention to

communication symbols, such as words, pictures, and nonverbal actions. Effective com-

munication requires study and use of semantics—the science of meaning—to encourage

understanding.

Managers play a key role in downward and upward communication, sometimes even

delaying or filtering the flow of information. Many tools are available for their use, such

as providing performance feedback and social support or establishing open-door

policies and holding employee meetings. Listening, however, remains one of the most

powerful tools. Networks have become popular ways for employees to find out what is

going on around them, while the rapid development and use of computers and other

tools have made possible electronic mail systems, telecommuting, and virtual offices for

some employees.

Informal communication systems, called the grapevine, develop in the form of a cluster

chain. Overall, the grapevine is accurate, fast, and influential, but sometimes details are

omitted and rarely is the whole story communicated. Rumor is grapevine information

communicated without secure standards of evidence. It occurs when there is ambiguity and

interest in information. Managers can have some influence over the grapevine, and their

basic objective is to integrate interests of the formal and informal communication systems

so that the two systems can work together better.

Use a preventive

approach to rumors.

• Remove its causes in order to prevent it.

• Apply efforts primarily to serious

rumors.

• Refute rumor with facts.

• Deal with rumor as soon as possible.

• Emphasize face-to-face supply of facts,

confirmed in writing if necessary.

FIGURE 3.8
Guidelines for

Control of Rumor

• Provide facts from reliable sources.

• Refrain from repeating rumor while

refuting it.

• Encourage assistance of informal and

union leaders if they are cooperative.

• Listen to all rumors in order to

understand what they may mean.
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1. Think of communication as much more than send-

ing a message; you also need to anticipate the

recipient’s reaction and ensure that it matches your

intentions.

2. Be alert to some of the many behavioral considera-

tions in communication (e.g., polarized positions,

defensiveness, face-saving) and work to avoid these

errors in yourself and prevent these in others.

3. Sharpen your written presentation skills, whether it

be in formal reports or informal e-mail messages.

Challenge yourself to learn more about good writ-

ing by paying attention to good reading.

4. Think of ways in which you can practice social sup-

port for others, convincing them through every

communication that they are valued individuals.

5. Whatever your gender is, work at minimizing your

typical negative tendencies as you communicate

and building upon your positive ones.

6. Obtain feedback from others on what it would take

to make you into a world-class listener. Now follow

their advice, capitalizing on every significant human

moment that you can.

7. Note the importance of context on your communi-

cations and frame your messages in ways that sup-

port your intentions.

8. Don’t be a slave to electronic communications; use

e-mail as a tool for rapid and concise messages but

supplement it with face-to-face communications

where you need human impact.

9. Recognize that communications patterns differ in

other cultures, and adapt your communication ap-

proach to the styles and preferences of people from

different cultural backgrounds.

10. Learn to recognize that organizational silence is a

powerful form of communication and find ways to

solicit and encourage feedback from others.

Advice to Future Managers

1. Think of a job that you have had and a situation in which the communication failed or

was ineffective. Discuss how the communication process applied in that situation and

where (during which of the eight steps) the breakdown occurred.

2. Discuss the barriers to communication that exist when you discuss a subject with your

instructor in the classroom.

Discussion
Questions



3. Select a situation in which you made a wrong inference. Analyze how the misinter-

pretation was made, and discuss how you might avoid similar misinterpretations

in the future. How important is feedback as an aid to avoiding inference problems?

4. Observe your own behavior, and discuss what nonverbal communication habits you

typically use. What do you intend as the message of each of them? Do you have some

behaviors that may mislead receivers?

5. Visit an instructor’s office, and record your feelings of relative comfort there. What

physical elements in the office contributed to your reaction? Discuss the instructor’s

apparent use of space (proxemics).

6. Examine the guidelines for effective listening in Figure 3.4. Which ones do you practice

best? Which ones could you improve upon? Create a plan for improving your listening

skills, and solicit feedback from a friend in three months to monitor your improvement.

7. Think of a part-time or full-time job that you have had.

a. Discuss any communication overload you experienced.

b. Discuss how well management handled downward communication to you.

c. Explain any upward communication difficulties that you had and what you did to

try to overcome them.

d. Did you engage in feedback-seeking behavior? Describe what you did, or explain

why you did not.

8. What networks do you belong to? Explain how you became a part of them and what

they have done for you. What are your future networking plans?

9. Assess electronic mail in the context of this chapter. How does it fit with the eight

steps of the communication process? What barriers are most likely to arise when it is

used? How can they be overcome, or at least minimized?

10. Select a grapevine story that you heard, and discuss how it was communicated to you

and how accurate it was.

How well do you exhibit good communication skills?

Read the following statements carefully. Circle the number on the response scale that

most closely reflects the degree to which each statement accurately describes you. Add up

your total points and prepare a brief action plan for self-improvement. Be ready to report

your score for tabulation across the entire group.

Good Poor

description description

1. I would be a strong practitioner 

of open communications and 

open-book management. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

2. I am conscious of the need to pay 

attention to all eight steps in the 

communication process. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

3. I am aware of my tendencies to 

engage in defensive reasoning 

and face-saving. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

4. I understand which barriers affect 

each stage of the communication 

process. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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5. I can list several guidelines for 

creating more readable writing. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

6. I consciously seek to manage the 

messages that are sent by my body 

language. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

7. When it is important to achieve 

receiver acceptance of a message, 

I know which conditions to create 

for that purpose. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

8. I can point out three substantial 

ways in which males and females 

differ in their communication

patterns. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9. I regularly exhibit many of the 

classic guidelines for effective 

listening. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

10. I maintain—and use—an active 

network of personal contacts for 

mutual benefit. 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Scoring and Interpretation
Add up your total points for the 10 questions. Record that number here, and report it when

it is requested. Finally, insert your total score into the “Assess and Improve Your

Own Organizational Behavior Skills” chart in the appendix.

• If you scored between 81 and 100 points, you appear to have a solid capability for

demonstrating good communication skills.

• If you scored between 61 and 80 points, you should take a close look at the items with

lower self-assessment scores and explore ways to improve those items.

• If you scored under 60 points, you should be aware that a weaker skill level regarding

several items could be detrimental to your future success as a manager. We encourage

you to review the entire chapter and watch for relevant material in subsequent chapters

and other sources.

Now identify your three lowest scores, and write the question numbers here: ,

, . Write a brief paragraph, detailing to yourself an action plan for how you

might sharpen each of these skills.
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A Breakdown in Communications

Linda Barry, a single mother with three children, was hired as an order-entry clerk for a

trucking firm. Her first two weeks on the job were spent in a special class from 8 A.M. to

4 P.M., where she learned how to sort, code, and enter the orders on the computer. An in-

structor worked with her constantly at first, and then less frequently as she gained skill and

confidence. Linda was happy to have the job and enjoyed her work schedule. When the

training was completed, she was told to report to the order-entry department the following

Monday.

When she was first employed, either Linda failed to read and understand the printed

information about her regular work schedule or perhaps the recruiter forgot to tell her that

she was to fill a spot in a special shift that worked from 4 A.M. until noon. In any case,

Incident
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Communication Style
Read the following three paragraphs, and then rank them (1  highest; 3  lowest)

according to the degree to which they describe your communication style. Be sure to use

all three numbers (1, 2, and 3), where 1 is most descriptive and 3 is least descriptive.

A. I like to see an idea in the form of charts, diagrams, maps, figures, and

models; I prefer to receive written communications over oral; I like concrete examples

and specific directions; I tend to give oral feedback (“I see what you’re driving at”).

B. I like to hear ideas from others, and then I enjoy discussing and debating

them; I may repeat others’ ideas in order to cement them in my mind; I can be dis-

tracted by excess background noise; I tend to give oral clues to others (“I hear what

you’re saying”).

C. I like to do something; that is the way I learn best. I thrive on examples, and

am generally quite active as a hands-on person; I tend to give oral clues in a physical

way (“I need to get a handle on this before I can decide”).

Now form into groups of three persons, and engage in a discussion of some stimulating

issue of concern to the three of you. After 5–10 minutes, assess the other two persons in

terms of whether they are more likely to describe themselves as an A, a B, or a C above.

Then compare notes with each other to see how accurate you are at perceiving the self-

assessed communication style of others.

An insight is a new and clear perception of a phenomenon, or an acquired ability to “see”

clearly something that you were unaware of previously. It is sometimes simply referred to

as an “ah ha! moment,” in which you have a minirevelation or reach a straightforward

conclusion about a topic or issue.

Insights need not necessarily be dramatic, for what is an insight to one person may be

less important to another. The critical feature of insights is that they are relevant and mem-

orable for you; they should represent new knowledge, new frameworks, or new ways of

viewing things that you want to retain and remember over time.

Insights, then, are different from the information that you find in the “Advice for Future

Managers” boxes within the text. That advice is prescriptive and action-oriented; it indi-

cates a recommended course of action.

A useful way to think of OB insights is to assume that you are the only person who has

read the current chapter. You have been given the assignment to highlight, in your own

words, the major concepts (but not just summarize the whole chapter) that might stand out

Experiential
Exercise

Linda failed to report to work on the early schedule on the first day of regular work. When

she did arrive at 8 A.M., her supervisor criticized her for lack of responsibility. Barry

responded by saying that she could not work the early shift because she had to prepare her

children for school, and she threatened to resign if she could not work on the later shift.

Because of a heavy workload and a difficult labor market, the supervisor needed Linda to

do the job, yet had no room for her in the 8 A.M. to 4 P.M. shift.

Questions
1. Analyze the communication blockages in this case. Discuss ideas such as upward and

downward communication, listening, realistic job previews, feedback, and inference.

2. Explain how you would handle the employment situation at the end of the case. What

ideas from the chapter could be applied to help resolve this problem?

Generating
OB Insights



for a naive audience who has never heard of the topic before. What 10 insights would you

share with them?

1. Example) Many employees have a strong need for social support, which can be satis-

fied through communication that demonstrates that they are valued persons.

2. _____________________________________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________________________________

4. _____________________________________________________________________

5. _____________________________________________________________________

6. _____________________________________________________________________

7. _____________________________________________________________________

8. _____________________________________________________________________

9. _____________________________________________________________________

10. _____________________________________________________________________
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Chapter Four

Social Systems and
Organizational
Culture
The culture of a company, if it has ingrained the commitment to ethics and

excellence, will be fine.

Mike Miller1

Researchers have found that companies with the strongest cultures—where

values and norms are widely shared and strongly held—tend to outperform

their peers.

Adam Zuckerman2

Chapter Objectives

TO UNDERSTAND

• The Operation of a Social System

• The Psychological Contract

• Social Cultures and Their Impact

• The Value of Cultural Diversity

• Role and Role Conflict in Organizations

• Status and Status Symbols

• Organizational Culture and Its Effects

• Fun Workplaces

Employees at Herman Miller, Inc., a large office furniture manufacturer, work very
hard to create well-designed, top-quality products, such as desk consoles, cabinets,
and chairs. Although the company’s innovative products are well known throughout
the industrial design world, Herman Miller, Inc., is even more widely recognized for its
distinctive organizational culture.3

Prospective employees are closely examined for their overall character and their
ability to get along with people. Employees are organized into work teams, where
leaders and members evaluate each other twice each year. Employees can qualify to
receive quarterly bonuses, based on cost-saving suggestions and other contributions.



But the primary key to the company’s culture resides in a “covenant” that is estab-
lished between top management and all employees. In this covenant, the company
asserts that it will attempt to “share values, ideals, goals, respect for each person,
[and] the process of our work together.” As a result, the Herman Miller company has
achieved significant success, consistently ranking in the top 5 percent in evaluations
of America’s “most admired corporations.”

Employees at companies like Herman Miller, Southwest Airlines, and Dell Computers

work within complex social systems that have a significant influence on them. These orga-

nizational cultures reflect the beliefs and values of the companies’ founders as well as those

of the current staff. Moreover, social systems have a profound effect on the ways that em-

ployees work together. Cultures provide both direct and indirect cues telling workers how

to succeed. Direct cues include orientation training, policy statements, and advice from su-

pervisors and peers. Indirect cues are more subtle, including inferences made from promo-

tions and apparent patterns of acceptable dress. This chapter introduces major ideas about

social systems, such as social equilibrium, the effects of system changes, psychological

contracts, cultural diversity, and the impact of role and status. We also examine the nature

and effects of both societal culture (existing at a national level) and organizational culture

(existing within a firm).

UNDERSTANDING A SOCIAL SYSTEM

A social system is a complex set of human relationships interacting in many ways.

Possible interactions are as limitless as the stars in the universe. Each small group is a

subsystem within larger groups that are subsystems of even larger groups, and so on,

until all the world’s population is included. Within a single organization, the social

system includes all the people in it and their relationships to one another and to the

outside world.

Two points stand out in the complex interactions among people in a social system. First,

the behavior of any one member can have an impact, directly or indirectly, on the behavior

of any other. Although these impacts may be large or small, all parts of the system are mu-

tually interdependent. Simply stated, a change in one part of a system affects all other parts,

even though its impact may be slight.

A second important point revolves around a system’s boundaries. Any social system en-

gages in exchanges with its environment, receiving input from it and providing output to it

(which then becomes inputs for its adjacent systems). Social systems are, therefore, open
systems that interact with their surroundings. Consequently, members of a system should

be aware of the nature of their environments and their impact on other members both within

and outside their own social system. This social system awareness is increasingly important

in the twenty-first century, as global trade and international marketplaces for a firm’s prod-

ucts and services vastly expand the need for organizations and their employees to anticipate

and react to changes in their competitive environments.

Social Equilibrium
A system is said to be in social equilibrium when its interdependent parts are in dynamic

working balance. Equilibrium is a dynamic concept, not a static one. Despite constant

change and movement in every organization, the system’s working balance can still be re-

tained. The system is like a sea: In continuous motion and even suffering substantial dis-

ruption from storms, over time the sea’s basic character changes very little.
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When minor changes occur in a social system, they are soon absorbed by adjustments

within the system and equilibrium is regained. On the other hand, a single significant

change (a shock, such as the resignation of a key executive) or a series of smaller but rapid

changes may throw an organization out of balance, seriously reducing its forward progress

until it can reach a new equilibrium. In a sense, when it is in disequilibrium, its parts are

working against one another instead of in harmony. Here is an example:

American automobile manufacturers have faced a significant challenge in responding to

the design, quality, and cost advantages of international automakers such as Toyota, Nissan,

Honda, Subaru, and Mazda. In particular, the U.S. companies sometimes found that it took

them much longer to bring a new car to market (total time from its conception to early pro-

duction). Among many reasons offered is the internal struggle among seemingly competing

units of an auto firm, such as product design, factory engineering, and sales and marketing.

An unfortunate, and unproductive, disequilibrium sometimes exists.

To combat this problem, Ford Motor Company creates cross-functional teams of line man-

agers charged with the task of speeding product development. These teams are housed in the

same work area, which makes communication much easier. They also share a common goal—

reduction of product development costs by 20 percent. In this way, Ford maintains a more pro-

ductive equilibrium within its system and keeps the functional subgroups working together.4

Functional and Dysfunctional Effects
A change such as the introduction of cross-functional design teams at Ford has a functional
effect when it is favorable for the system. When an action or a change creates unfavorable

effects, such as a decline in productivity, for the system it has a dysfunctional effect. A

major management task is to appraise both actual and proposed changes in the social sys-

tem to determine their possible functional or dysfunctional effects, so that appropriate

responses can be anticipated and made. Managers also need to predict both short-term

and long-term effects, measure “hard” (e.g., productivity) and “soft” (e.g., satisfaction and

commitment) criteria, and consider the probable effects on various stakeholder groups,

such as employees, management, and stockholders. Assessing the overall functionality of a

particular managerial action is clearly a complex process.

Employees can also have functional or dysfunctional effects on the organization. They

can be creative, productive, and enthusiastic and actively seek to improve the quality of the

organization’s product or service. On the other hand, they can be tardy, absent frequently,

unwilling to use their talents, and resistant to organizational changes. For employees to

exhibit functional behaviors, they need to receive clear expectations and promises of re-

ward. Furthermore, in exchange, the organization needs to receive a commitment from the

employees.

Psychological and Economic Contracts
When employees join an organization, they make an unwritten psychological contract
with it, although often they are not conscious of doing so. As shown in Figure 4.1, this con-

tract is in addition to the economic contract where time, talent, and energy are exchanged

for wages, hours, and reasonable working conditions. The psychological contract defines

the conditions of each employee’s psychological involvement—both contributions and

expectations—with the social system. Employees agree to give a certain amount of loyalty,

creativity, and extra effort, but in return they expect more than economic rewards from the

system. They seek job security, fair treatment (human dignity), rewarding relationships

with co-workers, and organizational support in fulfilling their development expectations.

If the organization honors only the economic contract and not the psychological con-

tract, employees tend to have lower satisfaction because not all their expectations are being
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met. They may also withhold some of their work-related contributions. On the other hand,

if both their psychological and economic expectations are met, they tend to experience sat-

isfaction, stay with the organization, and perform well. A desirable sense of mutuality has

been reached.

The reciprocal obligations regarding the relationship between an employee and the organiza-

tion can be violated either through an inability to fulfill them or by one party purposefully

reneging on a promise. Research shows that when this happens, employees experience

feelings of anger and betrayal. To prevent breakdowns of the psychological contract, employ-

ers are urged to help employees clarify their expectations and perceptions, initiate explicit

discussions of mutual obligations, exercise caution when conveying promises, provide candid

explanations for broken promises, and alert employees to the realistic prospects of reneging

(e.g., when a business downturn forces an employer to withdraw previous commitments).5

As indicated in Figure 4.1, management responds in a similar way to the economic and

psychological contracts that it sees. It expects responses such as high performance, contin-

uous quality improvements, commitment to the organization, and friendly service to its

customers. When these results occur, an employee is retained and may earn a promotion.

However, if cooperation and performance do not meet expectations, corrective action and

even termination may occur.

The psychological contract builds upon the concept of exchange theory. This theory

simply suggests that whenever a continuing relationship exists between two parties, each

person regularly examines the rewards and costs of that interaction. In order to remain pos-

itively attracted to the relationship, both parties must believe that a net positive ratio

(rewards to costs) exists from their perspective. Consequently, the psychological contract is

continually examined and often revised as new needs emerge and new rewards become

available.
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Guidelines

Exchange theory

Employer:

If expectations are met:

•  Employee retention

•  Possible promotion

If expectations are not met:

•  Corrective action; discipline

•  Possible separation

Employee:

If expectations are met:

•  High job satisfaction

•  High performance

•  Continuance with organization

If expectations are not met:

•  Low job satisfaction

•  Low performance

•  Possible separation

Psychological

contract

Economic

contract

Employer:

•  Expected gains

•  Rewards offered

Employee:

•  Expected gains

•  Intended contributions

FIGURE 4.1 The Results of the Psychological Contract and the Economic Contract



SOCIAL CULTURE

Whenever people act in accordance with the expectations of others, their behavior is social,

as in the case of an employee named Maria. Like all other workers, Maria grows to be an adult

in a social culture, which is her environment of human-created beliefs, customs, knowledge,

and practices. Culture is the conventional behavior of her society, and it influences all her ac-

tions even though it seldom enters her conscious thoughts. Maria drives to work on the right

or left side of the road, depending on the culture of her society, but she seldom consciously

stops to think of this. Similarly, the car she drives, the drama she attends, the type of food she

eats, and the organization that employs her are evidence of her social culture.

Social cultures are often portrayed as consistent within a nation, thereby producing a so-

called national culture. At the simplest level, national cultures can be compared on the

bases of how their members relate to each other, accomplish work, and respond to change.6

However, distinctive social cultures can exist within a nation, as well, as seen in the tragic

dispute between people of various ancestry within the former country of Yugoslavia. Social

cultures can have dramatic effects on behavior at work, as we illustrate in Chapter 16. Some

of the ways in which cultures differ include patterns of decision making, respect for au-

thority, treatment of females, and accepted leadership styles. Knowledge of social cultures

is especially important because managers need to understand and appreciate the back-

grounds and beliefs of all members of their work unit.

People learn to depend on their culture. It gives them stability and security, because they

can understand what is happening in their cultural community and know how to respond

while in it. However, this one-culture dependency may also place intellectual blinders on

employees, preventing them from gaining the benefits of exposure to people from other

cultural backgrounds. Cultural dependency is further compounded under conditions in-

volving the integration of two or more cultures into the workplace. Employees need to learn

to adapt to others in order to capitalize on the opportunities they present, while avoiding

possible negative consequences.

Cultural Diversity
Employees in almost any organization are divided into subgroups of various kinds. Formation

of groups is determined by two broad sets of conditions. First, job-related (organizationally

created) differences and similarities, such as type of work, rank in the organization, and phys-

ical proximity to one another, sometimes cause people to align themselves into groups. How-

ever, a second set of non-job-related conditions (those related to culture, ethnicity, socioeco-

nomics, sex, and race) arise primarily from an individual’s personal background; these

conditions are highly important for legal, moral, and economic reasons. In particular, the U.S.

workforce has rapidly become much more diverse, with females, African Americans, His-

panics, and Asian immigrants bringing their talents to employers in record numbers. This

cultural diversity, or rich variety of differences among people at work, raises the issue of

fair treatment for workers who are not in positions of authority.

Problems may persist because of a key difference in this context between discrimination
and prejudice. Discrimination is generally exhibited as an action, whereas prejudice is an

attitude. Either may exist without the other. The law focuses on an employer’s actions, not

feelings. If actions lead to what is legally determined to be discriminatory results, such

actions are unlawful regardless of the employer’s alleged good intentions.

A promising approach to overcoming discriminatory practices actually attempts to

change the underlying attitudes. Programs aimed at managing and valuing diversity
build from a key premise: Prejudicial stereotypes develop from unfounded assumptions

about others and from their overlooked qualities. Differences need to be recognized,
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acknowledged, appreciated, and used to collective advantage. The workforce of the future

(whether in the United States, Europe, or elsewhere) will contain a rich blend of people

representing diverse cultural and social conditions. All participants—males and females,

members of differing racial groups, people of all ages, working parents, dual-career

couples—will need to explore their differences, learn from others around them, and use

that information to build a stronger organization.7

Changing one’s own, or another employee’s, attitude is seldom easy, yet people and or-

ganizations face constant political, economic, social, and technical pressures to change.

More and more employees will encounter both subtle and substantial cultural differences

among their work colleagues as the workforce becomes more diverse.8 Recognition of these

changes provides a powerful cultural force to which employers must adapt. If they actively

manage diversity, the likelihood that they will gain a competitive advantage is high—their

workforce quality will be enriched, market sensitivity will increase, and both individual and

group performance will improve.9

Social Culture Values

The Work Ethic For many years the culture of much of the Western world has emphasized

work as a desirable and fulfilling activity. This attitude is also strong in parts of Asia, such

as Japan. The result of this cultural emphasis is a work ethic for many people, meaning

that they view work as very important and as a desirable goal in life. They tend to like work

and derive satisfaction from it. They usually have a stronger commitment to the organiza-

tion and to its goals than do other employees. These characteristics of the work ethic make

it highly appealing to employers.

In spite of its prevalence, the work ethic is a subject of continuing controversy. Is it

healthy? Is it declining? Is it a dead issue? The available research indicates that two con-

clusions can be safely reached. First, the proportion of employees with a strong work ethic

varies sharply among sample groups. Differences depend on factors such as personal back-

ground, type of work performed, and geographical location. The range is quite broad, with

the proportion of employees in different jobs who report that work is a central life interest

extending from 15 to 85 percent.

A second conclusion is that the general level of the work ethic has declined gradually

over many decades. The decline is most evident in the different attitudes between younger

and older workers. Not only are younger employees not as supportive of the work ethic, but

the level of support that young people once exhibited has dropped substantially. This de-

cline carries serious implications for industrial productivity, especially as international

competition intensifies.

Why has the work ethic declined? Dramatic social changes have brought about the work

ethic’s deterioration. Competing social values have emerged, such as a leisure ethic (a high

priority placed on personal gratification), desire for intimacy (an emphasis on close per-

sonal relationships), and entitlement (a belief that people should receive benefits without

having to work). In addition, changes in social policy and tax laws have reduced incentives

to work and occasionally even penalized hard work and success (in the minds of some

workers, at least). Finally, the “instant wealth” phenomenon has blossomed in recent times.

This occurs when thousands of people—either as employees in high-tech start-up compa-

nies or as fortunate investors in real estate or the stock market—become millionaires after

just a few years of work. The dramatic change they experience in their financial assets has

led to a belief among some people that vast sums of money can be made by simply being

in the right place at the right time, regardless of their belief in the work ethic. These factors

all represent additional illustrations of complex social relationships in action, and they

show how an employee’s work ethic is contingent on factors in the larger social system. In
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the twenty-first century, managers are no longer able to rely on the work ethic alone to

drive employees to be productive.

Social Responsibility Every action that organizations take involves costs as well as

benefits. In recent years there has been a strong social drive to improve the cost-benefit

relationship to make it possible for society to gain benefits from organizations and for the

benefits to be fairly distributed. Social responsibility is the recognition that organiza-

tions have significant influence on the social system and that this influence must be

properly considered and balanced in all organizational actions.

One bit of evidence that organizations are increasingly concerned about social responsibility

is provided by the criteria used to publicly judge their overall performance. Fortune magazine

annually assesses “America’s Most Admired Companies,” and does so by evaluating over

300 organizations.10 One of the criteria used is “social responsibility.” Firms such as GE,

Microsoft, Dell, Cisco, Wal-Mart, Home Depot, and Southwest Airlines have received high

overall ratings.

India-based Wipro Limited uses two fundamental beliefs to guide its engagement with

society: (1) Wipro is a socioeconomic citizen; and (2) “if you can do good, you must.” These

beliefs have led to two initiatives, Wipro Cares (to support employees who contribute to soci-

ety) and Wipro Applying Thought in Schools (to encourage and aid students to develop into

critical, creative, and caring citizens). Wipro provides a clear illustration of the importance of

accepting a firm’s social responsibility to its neighbors, constituents, and society.11

The presence of strong social values such as social responsibility has a powerful impact

on organizations and their actions. It leads them to use a socioeconomic model of decision

making, in which both social costs and benefits are considered along with the traditional

economic and technical values. Organizations take a broader view of their role within a so-

cial system and accept their interdependence with it.

ROLE

A role is the pattern of actions expected of a person in activities involving others. Role re-

flects a person’s position in the social system, with its accompanying rights and obligations,

power and responsibility. In order to be able to interact with one another, people need some

way of anticipating others’ behavior. Role performs this function in the social system.

A person has roles both on the job and away from it, as shown in Figure 4.2. One person

performs the occupational role of worker, the family role of parent, the social role of

club president, and many others. In those various roles, a person is both buyer and seller,
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An Ethics Question

Many entrepreneurs have a strongly developed work ethic. They also believe that their

employees should demonstrate a strong commitment to work and should reflect this com-

mitment in their customer service orientation, attendance and tardiness records, concern for

quality, willingness to work beyond normal hours, and overall productivity. But some employ-

ees brush aside the argument that “work is a fulfilling activity” and ask instead, “What’s in it

for me?” The key issue boils down to the debatable right of an employer to impose the work

ethic and its expectations on employees. Classic examples include the Japanese concept of

karoshi, where it is virtually a matter of pride to die from overwork, or the right of an auto

manufacturer to demand that an employee work overtime. What do you think is the ethical

thing for an employer to do regarding the work ethic?

Expected actions



supervisor and subordinate, and giver and seeker of advice. Each role calls for different

types of behavior. Within the work environment alone, a worker may have more than one

role, such as a worker in group A, a subordinate to supervisor B, a machinist, a member of

a union, and a representative on the safety committee.

Role Perceptions
Activities of managers and workers alike are guided by their role perceptions, that is,

how they think they are supposed to act in their own roles and how others should act in their

roles. Since managers perform many different roles, they must be highly adaptive (exhibit-

ing role flexibility) in order to change from one role to another quickly. Supervisors espe-

cially need to change roles rapidly as they work with both subordinates and superiors, and

with technical and nontechnical activities.

When two people, such as a manager and an employee, interact, each one needs to

understand at least three role perceptions, as shown in Figure 4.3. For a manager, the

three roles are as follows: First there is the manager’s role perception as required by the

job being performed (A). Then there is the manager’s perception of the role of the em-

ployee being contacted (B). Finally there is the manager’s perception of his or her role

as likely to be seen by the employee (C). Obviously, one cannot meet the needs of oth-

ers unless one can perceive what they expect. Three related role perceptions (D, E, and

F) exist from the employee’s perspective, with dramatic differences (from the manager’s

perceptions) possible—especially in the direct comparisons such as A–D, B–E, and

C–D. The key is for both parties to gain accurate role perceptions for their own roles and

for the roles of the other. Reaching such an understanding requires studying the avail-

able job descriptions, as well as opening up lines of communication to discover the
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FIGURE 4.2
Each Employee

Performs Many Roles
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