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Title:  Leading Large, Complex Organizations

Bureaucratic organizations tend to be variety-reducing systems.  They take complex and uncertain patterns of information and, through rules and programs, and standardized frames of interpretation, try to filter the variance and create conformity.  They try to fix and structure the world outside and inside the enterprise, creating rigidities and an artificial stability that then act as barriers to change.


—Gareth Morgan, Imaginization, Sage, 1997, 17–18

Introduction: In earlier lessons, we analyzed the importance to senior leaders of understanding human personality and human cultural differences, making the implicit point that failure to understand and leverage these differences could be a serious vulnerability.  The same point may be made about organizations.  This lesson is about organizations—and more specifically about the large, complex organizations in the environment of the strategic leader.

One of the most important—and difficult—roles of senior military officers is to provide effective leadership within and amongst overlapping bureaucracies. A military service is a collection of bureaucracies, as is any major command or Executive Branch agency like the Department of State.  Military leaders now also regularly deal with civil society groups and non-governmental and international organizations. So whether an officer is a combatant commander, task force commander, project manager or even a base commander, he/she deals with bureaucracies.  And success in implementing any kind of vision requires a sophisticated understanding of bureaucratic politics.

In our earlier discussion of cultural differences, we briefly examined organizational cultures—the unique sets of institutional norms and values—that constitute a feature of life all too apparent for the modern military professional. (We also noted that one of the key responsibilities of senior leaders is to shape organizational culture.) While all distinct human groups have some unique patterns of thought and behavior (which we call “organizational culture”), virtually all organizations also have some common features. More importantly, people in groups act differently than they do as individuals, leading to the human behaviors we call conformity and groupthink.  So to leverage the advantages and minimize the vulnerabilities, it is useful to have a good understanding of the best recent scholarship on organizational behavior.  Arguably, sophisticated insights in this area could well mean the difference between mediocrity and success in a short two-year leadership assignment.

For the senior military leader, some very useful insights come from the study of what scholars call “bureaucracy”—a category that includes all large, formal organizations.  Bureaucracies are “rationally designed [entities] … with the purpose of coordinating large numbers of people to meet a specific goal” (Ward and Stone, 1998:  131). The strategic leader typically works in an environment of overlapping bureaucracies, each designed to reduce uncertainty and maximize effectiveness for some group of people.  At the same time, all bureaucracies are vulnerable to typical dysfunctions:  the hierarchy and regulations that enhance efficiency can stifle creativity and critical thought; specialization that promotes efficiency can alienate individual members; institutional loyalty leads to promotion of loyal but incompetent leaders; and bureaucracies tend to grow well beyond their original purpose.  An effective strategic leader will anticipate and recognize these bureaucratic tendencies.

Two of the most important, unique expectations of senior leaders are that they will provide vision and lead change.  Your ability to translate a leadership vision into an effective agenda of transformation will hinge on your ability to deal with the natural dynamics of large, complex organizations.

Lesson Objective: Analyze current scholarship on the nature, behavioral characteristics, and inherent leadership challenges of large, complex organizations. JPMELA-3a, 3b; DC-Information; CV-Excellence; SAE 1.

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1.  Recognize major contemporary theoretical approaches to “organizations” and assess the implications of these theories for a sophisticated understanding of leadership by senior military officers.

2.  Recognize the common controversies that arise from any assessment of organizational behavior (legal authority, rationality/efficiency, interpersonal relations and power relations) and analyze the implications of these controversies for organizational leaders. 

3.  Apply the Bolman/Deal model of “reframing” organizations to an understanding of senior leader options for organizational leadership and organizational change, with the specific outcome avoiding “groupthink” and stifled creativity.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1.  What should a senior military officer know about the general features of organizational behavior?

2.  Where would a senior officer go (in the literature) for particular insights about organizational behavior?

3.  What are the natural vulnerabilities incurred by bureaucracies and how can a military leader avoid or attenuate these vulnerabilities?

4.  How can a senior leader leverage organizational norms to promote a personal vision? 

Assigned Readings:

1. Gortner, Harold F., Julianne Mahler and Jeanne Bell Nicholson, “Varieties of Organizational Research and Theory,” Organization Theory:  A Public Perspective, 2d ed., Chapter 1, 1997, pp. 1–12, 14–15.

2. TBA (Issued Separately).
3. Bolman, Lee G., and Terrence E. Deal, “Introduction: The Power of Reframing,” Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice and Leadership, 3d ed., Chapter 1, 2003, pp. xxv–xxvi, 3–19.

4.  Case Study (Issued Separately)

Suggested Readings:

Gortner, Harold F., Julianne Mahler and Jeanne Bell Nicholson, “The Pivotal Controversies,” Organization Theory: A Public Perspective, 2d ed., Chapter 3 (New York:  Harcourt Brace, 1997), pp. 51–84.

Morgan, Gareth, Imaginization: New Mindsets for Seeing, Organizing, and Managing (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage Press, 1997).

Ritzer, George, The McDonaldization of Society (Thousand Oaks, CA:  Pine Forge Press, 2000).
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