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T H E  A B S T R A C T:

Organizations are like the weather in many parts of the
country. If you don’t like it, wait five minutes, it will change.

For better or for worse, organizations throughout the
country are being reengineered, restructured and reorga-
nized. Whether change occurs during growth or out of sur-
vival, one thing is certain — like the weather, organizations
change.

Organizations can improve their “change efforts” by using
some practical, common sense graphic metaphors and an
organizational improvement model to insure employees’
understanding of, and commitment to, the change process. In
other words, companies can guarantee their own smooth sail-
ing during the “change voyage”. 
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T H E  S I T U AT I O N

Tradition can be an anchor for a business that should be sail-
ing smoothly. And old navigational charts are no longer
accurate in the rough economic waters of the 90’s. Like many
CEO’s and senior managers, you may view your disap-
pointing financial results as sharks in the water — a number
of actions on your part may improve results and chase
sharks away, but how confident are you that the sharks are
gone for good? 

One reason your confidence is low may
be because you recognize a lack of organi-
zational commitment to your vision for
the company. 

Vision needs to be shared with all
employees so that each person can assess
it in conjunction with his or her own
vision. Naturally, before employees can
assess a corporate vision they must under-
stand it... and there lies the challenge.

The key to understanding begins with a
sound theoretical model and a process for
organizational improvement. This com-
mon sense framework can be used to
increase performance levels by communi-
cating your plans in an easy to under-
stand format.

Finding a metaphor that employees
relate to helps everyone better under-
stand your vision, where they fit, and
how their efforts will contribute to the
success of the organization.

A M O D E L  F O R  
O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L
I M P R O V E M E N T

Before applying the metaphor, let’s look at a basic model.
The model below is drawn from a number of sources and
consists of three stages. Stage 1 shows the organization as a
system with inputs (Business Requirements) and outputs
(Business Results). The “gap” between the six areas listed on
the right and left represents the existence of a problem.

For example, if your corporation expects it’s operating
divisions to produce earnings growth of 10% per year, and
your division increased its earnings by only 2% last year,
there is an obvious gap between requirements and results.

To bridge that gap, there must be a strategy (Stage 2). An
organizational strategy is based on business requirements
given the current business environment. The strategy should
include elements that define the organization’s reason for
being. The strategy should also include the steps necessary in
order to clarify the organization’s values, vision and mission.

Next, in Stage 3, comes the design of various system com-
ponents. These components include both human and busi-
ness elements, that when combined, form a “sociotechnical” 

system. The system includes selecting and developing
employees who can do the job (human), and an information
system that gives those employees the information they
need to do their jobs well. Like dominoes, each system com-
ponent has the potential to affect other components. The
design of a high performing system requires patience, per-
severance and skill (design and implementation approaches
are discussed in the reference section of the article.)

Strategy and system elements help to create or influence
organizational culture. Culture is the foundation of every
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organization... the shared philosophies, ideologies, values,
beliefs, expectations and attitudes that everything else in the
organization is built upon. These interrelated qualities reveal
a group’s decision making and problem solving process on
issues as diverse as a potential major acquisition to the annual
end-of-the-year holiday party. 

A S S E S S M E N T

Strategy plus systems plus culture equals business
results (the output). To determine why gaps occur between
actual results and requirements, you need data to identify

issues that are impacting the
organization’s performance.
Then you can analyze the
issues within the system’s
cause-and-effect chain by
backtracking through the
model. 

For example, if the assess-
ment process reveals that
employees throughout the
organization are confused or
unclear about the organiza-
tion’s priorities you must
ask, “what is the impact
on business results?”. The
impact may be mediocre
performance in several key
areas. If a negative impact
cannot be clearly identified,

don’t devote time and energy to the issue. 
Where a negative impact exists, the next question to ask is,

why?, i.e. “Why are employees confused?” Working back-
ward, assess each design element. You may be determine
one cause is that, while the strategy emphasizes customer
service, employees are really rewarded for cost control. 

Questions to ask at each stage of the design process for
any key results area, i.e. service quality, profitability, etc.
include the following:

n Is the result satisfactory?

n Which cultural values, assumptions and behaviors
influence the results?

n Do decisions reflect knowledge, experience and a bias
for action?

n Are desired behaviors rewarded or punished? Are
undesired behaviors rewarded or punished?

n Is the information people need to carry out assigned
tasks available?

n Does the structure permit the right people to work
together on the tasks?

n Do people have the skills and knowledge to do the
tasks?

n Are specific tasks clearly identified that will lead to
achieving the strategy and goals?

n Do the strategy and goals ensure that current and
future business requirements will be met?

n Are your vision and mission clear?

n Do they have the commitment of top management
team?

For each question, a simple yes or no leads to a more in
depth analysis of the sub-system. Again, asking “Why?” and
“what’s the impact on business results?” (or “So what?”) can
provide a fairly comprehensive assessment.

If a more thorough assessment and implementation is
required, individuals and group interviews, observation,
examination of current processes and systems, and survey
instruments can be used. 

This overview of organizational change can now be placed in
a graphic metaphorical context that can be communicated
throughout an organization.

M E TA P H O R S  F O R
O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L  C H A N G E

Many different metaphors are helpful to describe organiza-
tional change. The key is a metaphor the group can relate to,
so that the concepts and process come alive in terms that
everyone can understand. A common metaphor that has
worked for a number of groups is an exploration or expedi-
tion metaphor (exhibit 2).

“Tradition

is what

you resort to

when you don’t

have the time

or money

to do it right.”

Kurt Herbert Adler
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S T R AT E G Y

The Strategy component of the model is represented in the
following way:

Values are sets of real beliefs (in teamwork, customer ser-
vice, respect for each other) that determine practice stan-
dards. When changes begin to happen, leaders can inspire
employees and move their organizations in new directions if
the new direction is in agreement with their fundamental
values. Employees’ commitment and energy is fueled by the
values that move the organization. 

Guiding principles are a philosophy of operations derived
from the values. The principles are a code of ethics for oper-
ating the business and as a criteria against which people can
test future decisions. Guiding principles are like wheels;
they roll the organization forward. If they are made explicit
and communicated throughout the organization, they will
drive organizational behavior. Companies, such as Marriott
and Ryder, that are on the leading edge of service quality
typically have guiding principles in employee involvement
and empowerment, customer focus, quality, continuous
improvement, community involvement and ethics.)

Visions grow out of the natural conflict between today’s
reality and tomorrow’s dream. Leaders must learn how to
lift themselves above current realities and practice “heli-
copter thinking”. By hovering over the entire landscape,
they can get a broader view and begin to visualize the right
things to do. Like explorer teams, they articulate these imag-
inings to each other and work to translate these visions into
actual pictures and stories that can be shared widely. They
also use what they “discover” each day as the basis for their
next step toward the vision. When the vision is lived every
day, the system begins to move purposefully from the cur-
rent reality toward the vision. The vision mobilizes people

and creates enthusiasm,
because it comes more from
the heart than from the
head. The vision makes you
special and unique and sets
you apart from your compe-
tition. Organizational visions
should be articulated by
those living the vision, rather
than being handed down
from the top, like Moses and
the Ten Commandments.

The mission or purpose
of an organization becomes
a roof under which people
gather. It captures in a con-
cise way the foundation
upon which the organiza-
tion will be built. The mis-
sion describes the nature
and scope of the work to
be performed and commu-
nicates the business you
are in. It is the basic rea-
son for an organization’s
existence.

Strategies are the stories management tells about how
the vision will be realized, similar to the stories explorers
told around the campfire at night about how they were
going to cover new territory the next day. They scan the
environment, check and perhaps recalculate their bearings
and come up with new scenarios for the trip ahead.
Business leaders and teams do the same thing, shaping
strategic “how to’s” through teamwork processes that
explicitly challenge assumptions, explore developing areas
and identify core competencies.

Management teams have found it helpful to actually
visualize the various aspects described above in one inte-
grated framework (exhibit 3) that resonates with the
exploration metaphor.

S Y S T E M S

The Systems component can be represented by the six cylin-
ders of the engine that propels our tough heavy-duty expedi-
tion vehicle on the road toward our vision (exhibit 4). Each

“The key

is a metaphor

the group

can relate to,

so that

the concepts

and process

come alive

in terms

that everyone

can understand.”
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cylinder, i.e. the structure, reward system, decision-making
process, information flow, employee performance and
specific job tasks, must be functioning well in order to get
optimal performance out of our engine. One cylinder misfir-
ing may not stop us from completing our trip, but it will
surely slow us down. Two or more non performing cylin-
ders may prevent us from completing our trip. All cylinders
(system design elements) must be given constant attention
in order to obtain maximum performance from our vehicle
(the organization and it’s strategy).

Creating and sustaining high performance requires con-
stant attention to all parts of he system. The job is never done.
Remember the circus performer who tries to get many plates
spinning at the same time on sticks? (Exhibit 5) Just as he gets
to the end and has all the plates spinning, several at the
beginning of the line start to fall and he has to go back and get
them spinning again. And so it is with organizational
improvement. There is no end to the journey. The objective is
to make progress toward your destination (your vision). But
as you get closer to your vision, the environment (i.e. busi-
ness requirements) will change and you will have to alter
your vision and plans.

C U LT U R E

Culture can be represented by the weather and other
environmental elements that impact our vehicle’s opera-
tion and the progress of our expedition. We also con-
tribute to the environment with the exhausts we emit
from our vehicle. When our car is well maintained and
driving on the right road, we help to create a positive
environment.

M E A S U R E M E N T

In order to maintain and improve performance, continuous
measurement is required. Measurement is represented by
the gauges on our instrument panel. Some of the indicators
are more precise and easier to measure than others. Sales
can be measured as accurately as the miles per hour our
vehicle is traveling. Despite our best efforts, the measure-
ment of employees’ individual performance and potential
is less reliable, but still important. Evaluations of perfor-
mance based on “managing by walking around” observa-
tions and other intuitive insights are like the pilot’s pre-
flight “walk around” or a driver’s “feel” for the perfor-
mance of his or her car.

A N  A P P L I C AT I O N :
I M P R O V E M E N T  O F  S E R V I C E  Q U A L I T Y

In recent years, many companies have decided to focus their
organization change efforts on customer service and quality.

They have identified significant gaps
between customer expectations and the
customers’ perceptions of the service
they received. In one particular case, a
company applied the organizational
improvement model (exhibit 1) to
determine that it’s existing culture
would not allow it to succeed in an
increasingly dynamic and competitive
environment. The existing culture was
viewed as conservative, risk averse,
bureaucratic, paternal, more concerned
with costs and productivity than with
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customer satisfaction. Since
service quality was the focus
of this change effort, specific
service quality systems were
targeted in stage 3 of the
assessment. A comprehensive
survey instrument collected
additional data on how
employees viewed the effec-
tiveness of existing systems.
The assessment uncovered
problems in areas that were
creating the existing culture
and which would have to be
changed in order to improve
both the culture and busi-
ness results.

For example, information
that people needed to pro-
vide good service to industri-
al customers was not readily
available. Communications
between departments was
ineffective. Important pieces
of information were not
shared between departments
for a variety of reasons,
including a reward system
based on individual rather

than team performance. Many managers had little experi-
ence in a dynamic competitive customer driven environment
and lacked the skills and knowledge to behave differently.
The emphasis on cost control hampered the company’s abil-
ity to invest in training and educating it’s workforce to suc-
ceed in a different business environment. These and other
factors produced a vicious cycle that was difficult to break. 

Looking at the whole picture from a systems point of view,
it was easier to see the relationship of the various factors. In
this case, one of the solutions involved redefining the strate-
gy of the organization, given a new set of business require-
ments. The old vision and mission did not accurately reflect
the changes that the CEO intuitively knew had to occur.
Mixed and confused signals vibrated throughout the organi-
zations causing important tasks to go unassigned and deci-
sion making to slow down. A new and clear strategy,

explained with the help of the graphic metaphor discussed
above, was an important step in helping this company alter
it’s culture.

Drastically changing a culture is a difficult, long term
process. And like the circus performer with the spinning
plates, it requires continual attention to all elements. Just
when you think you have something under control, one ele-
ment will become out of control. By establishing and main-
taining standards flowing from a customer focused strategy,
you can begin to empower people at all levels to help you
become the kind of organization you want to become.

Using graphic conceptual tools to orient everyone in the
organization to the work that has to be done is a powerful
way to gain employee understanding and commitment. For
leadership teams, visual mental models (with key words
and pictures) provide common ground for dialogue and
planning, and help communicate ideas and processes more
effectively than words alone.
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