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PREFACE

This is the fourth release of a work that began in 1984 as Modern Approaches to Under-
standing and Managing Organizations. It reappeared twice in the 1990s as Reframing
Organizations and has been translated into multiple languages. We’re grateful to readers
around the world who have told us the book gave them ideas that make a difference—in
their everyday life at work and elsewhere in their lives.

It is time for an update, and we’re gratified to be back by popular demand. Organiza-
tions and leadership challenges have been changing rapidly in recent years, and scholars
have been running hard to keep up. This edition tries to capture the new-millennial fron-
tiers of both knowledge and art.

The four-frame model, with its view of organizations as factories, families, jungles, and
temples, remains the book’s conceptual heart. But so much else has changed. We have
updated our case examples extensively to keep up with the latest developments in mana-
gerial practice. We have added a new feature, a series we call “greatest hits in organization
studies.” These sidebars represent pithy summaries of key ideas from the most influential
works in the scholarly literature (as indicated by a new citation analysis, described in the
Appendix). As a counterpoint to the scholarly works, we have also added occasional sum-
maries of recent management best-sellers.

Life in organizations has also produced many new examples. The introductory chap-
ters and our section on the structural frame (Part Two) both benefit from extensive
updating of case material. In our discussion of human resource management, we have
added new material on diversity and included other developments at the HR frontier. We
have added new case material and research findings to our discussion of organizational

politics and symbols. We have also deepened our discussion of organizational culture.
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There is new material throughout the book, but we worked zealously to minimize
bloat by tracking down and expunging every redundant sentence, marginal concept,
or extraneous example. At the same time, we’ve tried to keep it fun. Organizational life is
an endless source of examples as entertaining as they are instructive, and we’ve sprinkled
them throughout the text. We apologize to anyone who finds that an old favorite fell to
the cutting-room floor, but we think most readers will find the book an even clearer and
more efficient read.

As always, our primary audience is managers and future leaders. We have tried to
answer the question, What do we know about organizations and leadership that is gen-
uinely important and useful to practitioners? We have worked to present a large, complex
body of theory, research, and practice as clearly and simply as possible. We tried to avoid
watering it down or presenting simplistic views of how to solve managerial problems. We
try to avoid solutions in favor of more powerful and provocative ways of thinking about
organizational opportunities and pitfalls.

We continue to focus on both management and leadership. Leading and managing
are different, but both are important. If an organization is overmanaged but underled,
it eventually loses any sense of spirit or purpose. A poorly managed organization with a
strong, charismatic leader may soar briefly only to crash shortly thereafter. Malpractice
can be as damaging and unethical for managers and leaders as for physicians. Myopic
managers or overzealous leaders usually harm more than just themselves. The challenges
of modern organizations require the objective perspective of managers as well as the bril-
liant flashes of vision wise leadership provides. We need more people in managerial roles
who can find simplicity and order amid organizational confusion and chaos. We need
versatile and flexible leaders who are artists as well as analysts, who can reframe experi-
ence to discover new issues and possibilities. We need managers who love their work,
their organizations, and the people whose lives they affect. We need leaders and managers
who appreciate management as a moral and ethical undertaking. We need leaders who
combine hard-headed realism with passionate commitment to larger values and pur-
poses. We hope to encourage and nurture such qualities and possibilities.

As in the past, we have tried to produce a clear and readable synthesis and integration
of the field’s major theoretical traditions. We concentrate mainly on organization theory’s

implications for practice. We draw on examples from every sector and around the globe.
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Historically, organization studies have been divided into several intellectual camps, often
isolated from one another. Works that seek to give a comprehensive overview of organiza-
tion theory and research often drown in social science jargon and abstraction and have
little to say to practitioners. We try to find a balance between misleading oversimplifica-
tion and mind-boggling complexity.

The bulk of work in organization theory has focused almost exclusively on either the
private or the public sector, but not both. We think this is a mistake. Managers need to
understand similarities and differences among all types of organizations. The public and
private sectors increasingly interpenetrate one another. Public administrators who regu-
late airlines, nuclear power plants, or pharmaceutical companies face the problem of
“indirect management” every day. They struggle to influence the behavior of organiza-
tions over which they have very limited authority. Private firms need to manage relation-
ships with multiple levels of government. The situation is even more complicated for
managers in multinational companies coping with the subtleties of governments with
very different systems and traditions. Across sectors and cultures, managers often harbor
narrow, stereotypic conceptions of one another that impede effectiveness on both sides.
We need common ground and a shared understanding that can help strengthen public
and private organizations in the United States and throughout the world. The dialogue
between public and private, domestic and multinational organizations has become
increasingly important. Because of their generic application, the frames offer an ecumeni-
cal language for the exchange. Our work with a variety of organizations around the world
has continually reinforced our confidence that the frames are relevant everywhere. Politi-
cal issues, for example, are universally important, even though the specifics vary greatly
from one country or culture to another.

The idea of reframing continues to be a central theme. Throughout the book, we show
how the same situation can be viewed in at least four ways. In Part Six, we include a series
of chapters on reframing critical organizational issues such as leadership, change, and
ethics. Two chapters are specifically devoted to reframing real-life situations.

We also continue to emphasize artistry. Overemphasizing the rational and technical
side of an organization often contributes to decline or demise. Our counterbalance
emphasizes the importance of art in both management and leadership. Artistry is neither

exact nor precise; the artist interprets experience, expressing it in forms that can be felt,
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understood, and appreciated. Art fosters emotion, subtlety, and ambiguity. An artist
represents the world to give us a deeper understanding of what is and what might be.
In modern organizations, quality, commitment, and creativity are highly valued but
often hard to find. They can be developed and encouraged by leaders or managers who

embrace the expressive side of their work.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

The first part of the book, “Making Sense of Organizations,” tackles a perplexing question
about management: Why is it that smart people so often do dumb things? Chapter One,
“The Power of Reframing,” explains why: Managers often misread situations. They have
not learned how to use multiple lenses to get a better sense of what they’re up against and
what they might do. Chapter Two, “Simple Ideas, Complex Organizations,” uses several
famous cases (destruction of a Korean Airlines jet plane by the Soviet Air Force, the col-
lapse of Enron, and a friendly-fire tragedy in the skies over Iraq in 1994)to show how
managers’ everyday theories can lead to catastrophe. We explain basic factors that make
organizational life complicated, ambiguous, and unpredictable; discuss common fallacies
in managerial thinking; and spell out criteria for more effective approaches to diagnosis
and action.

Part Two, “The Structural Frame,” has been updated with new case material, including
structural confusion that hindered rescue efforts during the September 11, 2001, terrorist
incident in New York City. Chapter Three, “Getting Organized,” describes basic issues
managers must consider in designing structure to fit an organization’s goals, tasks, and
context. It shows why organizations—from Harvard University to McDonald’s—need
different structures in order to be effective in their unique environments. Chapter Four,
“Structure and Restructuring,” explains major structural pathologies and pitfalls. It pres-
ents guidelines for aligning structures to situations, along with several cases illustrating
successful structural change. Chapter Five, “Organizing Groups and Teams,” shows that
structure is a key to high-performing teams of all kinds.

Part Three, “The Human Resource Frame,” includes new material on the changing

employment relationship; it updates best practices in human resource management.
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Chapter Six, “People and Organizations,” focuses on the relationship between organiza-
tions and human nature. It shows how a manager’s practices and assumptions about peo-
ple can lead either to alienation and hostility or to commitment and high motivation. It
contrasts two strategies for achieving effectiveness: “lean and mean,” or investing in peo-
ple. Chapter Seven, “Improving Human Resource Management,” is an overview of prac-
tices that build a more motivated and committed workforce—including participative
management, job enrichment, self-managing workgroups, management of diversity, and
organization development. Chapter Eight, “Interpersonal and Group Dynamics,” presents
an example of interpersonal conflict to illustrate how managers create effective or ineffec-
tive relationships. It also discusses how group members can increase their effectiveness by
attending to group process, including informal norms and roles, interpersonal conflict,
leadership, and decision making.

Part Four, “The Political Frame,” views organizations as arenas. Individuals and groups
compete to achieve their parochial interests in a world of conflicting perspectives, scarce
resources, and struggles for power. Chapter Nine, “Power, Conflict, and Coalition,” ana-
lyzes the tragic loss of the space shuttle Challenger, illustrating the influence of political
dynamics in decision making. It shows how scarcity and diversity lead to conflict, bar-
gaining, and games of power; the chapter also distinguishes constructive and destructive
political dynamics. Chapter Ten, “The Manager as Politician,” illustrates basic skills of the
constructive politician: diagnosing political realities, setting agendas, building networks,
negotiating, and making choices that are both effective and ethical. Chapter Eleven,
“Organizations as Political Arenas and Political Agents,” highlights organizations as both
arenas for political contests and political actors influencing broader social, political, and
economic trends. The story of Ross Johnson and a $25 billion leveraged buyout explores
the intersection of politics both inside and outside organizations.

Part Five explores the symbolic frame. Chapter Twelve, “Organizational Culture and
Symbols,” spells out basic symbolic elements in organizations: culture, myths, heroes,
metaphors, stories, humor, play, rituals, and ceremonies. It defines organizational culture
and shows its central role in shaping performance. The power of symbol and culture is
illustrated in organizations as diverse as Harley-Davidson, Volvo France, the U.S. Con-
gress, and Nordstrom department stores. Chapter Thirteen, “Organization as Theater,”

reveals how organizational structures, activities, and events serve as secular dramas,
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expressing our fears and joys, arousing our affect, and kindling our spirit. It also shows
how organizational structures and processes, such as planning, evaluation, and decision
making, are often more important for what they express than for what they accomplish.
Chapter Fourteen, “Organizational Culture in Action,” uses the case of a computer devel-
opment team to show what leaders and group members can do collectively to build a
culture that bonds people in pursuit of a shared mission. Initiation rituals, specialized
language, group stories, humor and play, and ceremonies all combine to transform
diverse individuals into a cohesive team with purpose, spirit, and soul.

Part Six, “Improving Leadership Practice,” focuses on the implications of the frames
for central issues in managerial practice, including leadership, change, and ethics. Chapter
Fifteen, “Integrating Frames for Effective Practice,” shows how managers can blend the
frames to improve their effectiveness. It looks at organizations as multiple realities and
gives guidelines for aligning frames with situations. Chapter Sixteen, “Reframing in
Action,” presents four scenarios, or scripts, derived from the frames. It applies the scenar-
ios to the harrowing experience of a young manager whose first day in a new job turns
out to be far more challenging than she expected. The discussion illustrates how a leader
can expand her options and enhance her effectiveness by considering alternative
approaches. Chapter Seventeen, “Reframing Leadership,” discusses limitations in tradi-
tional views of leadership and proposes a more comprehensive view of how leadership
works in organizations. It summarizes and critiques current knowledge on the character-
istics of leaders. It shows how frames generate distinctive images of effective leaders as
architects, servants, advocates, and prophets. New in this edition is a section on gender
and leadership. Chapter Eighteen, “Reframing Change,” describes four fundamental issues
that arise in any change effort: individual needs, structural alignment, conflict, and loss.
It uses cases of successful and unsuccessful change to document key strategies, such
as training, realigning, creating arenas, and using symbol and ceremony.

Chapter Nineteen, “Reframing Ethics and Spirit,” discusses four ethics that emerge
from the cognitive lenses: excellence, caring, justice, and faith. It argues that leaders can
build more ethical organizations through gifts of authorship, love, power, and signifi-
cance. Chapter Twenty, “Bringing It All Together,” is an integrative treatment of the
reframing process. It takes a troubled school administrator through a weekend of reflec-
tion on critical difficulties he faces. The chapter shows how reframing can help managers

move from feeling confused and stuck to a renewed sense of clarity and confidence. The
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Epilogue (Chapter Twenty-One) describes strategies and characteristics needed in future
leaders. It explains why they will need an artistic combination of conceptual flexibility
and commitment to core values. Efforts to prepare future leaders have to focus as much

on spiritual development as on the intellectual.
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