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Making Sense of Organizations

Analysing
organizations

The need for 
interpretation

Perspectives

Techniques

Core Notions

• Finding the meaning of events

• Interpreting actions

• Learning and awareness of
learning

• Reality and socially constructed
reality

• The effect of the observer on
what is observed

• Making action contingent on
situation

• There are many possible
meanings and interpretation of
the same actions and event.

• Often the way we set about
investigating events determines
what we will find.

• In some situations we want to
take control of the way we
choose interpretations.
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Story types

Themes

• Beginning

• Passages

• Knots

• Trees

• Trickster

• Healing

• Return

Uses

• Wisdom about change

• Connections to human issues

• Regaining direction

• Overcoming fragmentation

Each
organization
exists in four

different
ways.

Formal
Organization

Perceived
Organization

Effective
Organization

Ideal
Organization

What the
orgchart and

procedure
manual says.

What the
participants

think.

What is
“really” going

on.

What “ought”
to be

happening.

Planning

Observation
& Audit

Interviews &
Workshops

Espoused
Theory

Theory in
Use

Learning
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An organization is typically subject to
several competing descriptions.

– The effective organization (what’s
“really” going on)

– The formal organization (as shown
on organization charts and job
descriptions)

– The perceived organization (as
described informally by organization
members in interviews and
workshops).

– Organizational change is targeted at a
fourth description – the ideal
organization – and this only
succeeds if you start from the right
place.

Source: Lord Brown

Effective
Organization

Perceived
Organization

Ideal
Organization

Formal
Organization

Four
Organizations
of Lord Brown

Espoused
Theory

Theory in
Use

learning

planning

interviews &
workshops

observation
& audit

Put more simply, in most organizations
there is a large gap between the
Espoused Theory (what you say you
do) and the Theory in Use (what you
really do).  Organization Learning
typically tries to reduce this gap.

Source: Chris Argyris

Learning

Single loop

• Based on shared reality

• Simple control feedback

• Results in behavioural skill

• Training model

“What I need to do is obvious
and I just need to practice to
do it better”

Double loop

• Changes “theory in use”

• Complex control feedback

• Results in understanding of system

• Learning model

“I don’t think the way I am doing
this produces the effects I want or
expect, I’d better change
something”
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Relationship
between

Individual &
Organization

Unitary

• Interests
– Places emphasis on the

achievement of common
objectives.

• Conflict
– Regards conflict as a

rare and transient
phenomenon.

• Power
– Largely ignores the role

of power in
organizational life.

Pluralist

• Interests
– Places emphasis on the

diversity of individual
and group interests.

• Conflict
– Regards conflict as

permanent feature of
organizations.

• Power
– Regards power as a

crucial variable.

Radical

• Interests
– Places emphasis on

opposition.

• Conflict
– Regards conflict as

inevitable, leading
ultimately to structural
change.

• Power
– Regards unequal

distribution of power as
key feature.

Source: Morgan

Social reality

• Perception Many things that we take for
physical perception are culturally
mediated. E.g. Spectrum colours

• Reification Many things we take to be
things with intrinsic properties are
socially constructed. E.g. money

• Persistence Many things that we take to
be permanent features of our world can
disappear almost overnight. E.g. Railtrack

• Leadership Many people who seem to
be born leaders with real stature can turn
out to have feet of clay when
followership falters. E.g. football managers

• Agreement Deals done between
disparate cultural groups usually turn out
to have gaping holes in them. E.g.
Sellafield processing for Japanese

• Hysteria Social reality is prone to
extreme swings of opinion around
emotive subjects. E.g. Dangerous dogs act

• Preconception We see things we are
culturally conditioned to expect.

• Culture Culture is a label for particular
constellations of social reality.
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Co-operative
Enquiry

The team

• Self-selected, on their own
initiative

• Formed to research
particular issue that
confronts them

• Emphasis on sense-making
and iteration

• Authentic collaboration

Propositional

Presentational

Experiential

Practical

Observer
Position

• Pseudo-objective
– I can describe behaviour as if it

had nothing to do with me

– I can analyse the system and give
objective advice about the impact
of an intervention

– I can understand and factor out
the effect of my observations on
the system

• Necessarily involved
– I can neither observe nor

intervene in the system without
being part of it

– I can never fully understand the
effects of my presence on the
system

– I can only act from my subjective
perception of the system and from
my values
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Three Notions of

Contingency

Project Management Notion

• Difference between internal estimate
and external estimate.

– Internal: What you think you should
be able to achieve.

– External: What you commit to
achieving.

• Often calculated as % surcharge on
budget and schedule.

• Each level of management, each player in
the supply chain, typically adds further
contingency.

• Stuff expands to fill the space available.
Contingency is generally used up.

Risk Management Notion

• Difference between two action plans.

– What we shall do in the event that …

• Specified response to specified event.

System Theory Notion

• Different styles for different conditions.

• Differentiation between range of
responses - “requisite variety”.

Questions to
ponder

• You observe an organisation at work, but when you report your
observations people inside the organisation disagree. Think of at least
five reasons why this might happen.

• To what degree are the measures used to assess productivity or
workers socially constructed? What effect does this have on their
usefulness?

• You can see that what someone says they are doing is very different
from how they are acting. How could you communicate this gap?
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Sample Exam
Questions

• There is a story that the architect Christopher Wren was touring the
site where work was in progress for the construction of St Paul’s
Cathedral.  Coming upon three men who were all engaged in the
same task, he asked each of them what they were doing. The first
said: “I’m laying bricks.” The second said: “I’m just earning my wages.”
The third said: “I’m helping to build a great cathedral.” Discuss this
story, with reference to the theory and practice of organizational
behaviour.

Reading

Required

• Hatch, Organization Theory -
chapters 1 & 2.

Suggested

• Karl Weick, Making Sense of the
Organization.

• Gareth Morgan, Images of
Organization


