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ASSESSING 
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AND OD NEEDS 
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The boundary lines between man-
agement and organization develop-
ment are obscure, at best. Some 
would even say the two are the 
same thing — or just extensions of 
each other: Organization develop-
ment studies will usually reveal 
needs for coaching, counseling and 
training individuals; studies of 
individual needs often reveal or-
ganizational stresses. 

Of course, we all know the expe-
rience of training individuals only 
to have them return to an environ-
ment that does not reinforce their 
training — may even reject it. 

These interdependencies — even 
if the two fields are distinct enti-
ties — suggest one obvious impli-
cation: Save time and money and 
develop more effective programs 
by combining management and or-
ganization projects from the start. 
It can be done, as shown in a re-
cent experience — if you have the 
right kind of instruments. 

The setting is a management-
information department of a large 
company. Department manage-

ment faced several problems: De-
livery dates on new computerized 
systems were slipping unaccept-
ably; user groups were complain-
ing more loudly; and, to make 
matters worse, turnover among 
technical personnel — analysts and 
programmers — had increased 
markedly. 

Management saw the issue as 
one of personnel turnover, aggra-
vated to a degree by certain 
corporate policies and programs. 

It is the contention of the em-
ployee relations director and the 
OD consultant, the writer, that in 
a project of this sort, you must 
assess the strengths and soft spots 
of the individual managers as well 
as the organizational unit. It is the 
managers who interpret company 
policies and manage the work flow. 
If you want to look at problems 
arising from policies, work pro-
cesses, or organizational struc-
ture, you have to first try to isolate 
the managers' influence and im-
pact. If you don't, their individual 
positive or negative influences 
may obscure the dynamics you are 
looking for. 

Further, you cannot be satisfied 

with an aggregate or average pro-
file. One reason is that variations 
from one individual to another can 
give important insights into what 
is going on within the sub-units of 
the organization. Another is that 
training and development should 
meet individual needs as much as 
possible; to do this you need to 
identify needs at that level. 

The Study Phase 
Two different surveys were 

used. These were followed by in-
terviews with individual managers 
to feed back results and probe cer-
tain aspects further. 

The survey of satisfaction cover-
ed general attitudes toward cor-
porate policies, facilities, compen-
sation, performance reviews, etc. 
At the end of the questionnaire, 
respondents were asked to write in 
". . . up to five aspects of the com-
pany, the organization, your work, 
etc. that you find most positive in 
your motivation or satisfaction in 
your job." This was balanced by 
the same request for negatives. 

The second survey was the 
multi-level management survey 
(MLMS). It yields a profile of 15 
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managerial practices and facets of 
manager-subordinate relations, 
(see Figure 1). This survey con-
sists of two forms: the survey of 
management practices is answered 
by participating managers about 
themselves. The questions start 
with "You. . . . " The superior of 
the manager uses this same form 
to record his/her ratings of the 
p a r t i c i p a n t . In t h i s case t h e 
"You. . . . " i s interpreted as the 
manager being observed. The par-
ticipant's subordinates answer the 
second form of MLMS, the survey 
of working relations to describe 
their manager. Their questions 
read "My supervisor. . . ." 

Aside from syntax, the two 
forms of the survey are identical, 
question for question. This enables 
one to develop profiles from the 
three perspectives of self, superior 
and subordinates. 

In the present study there were 
36 participating managers, their 36 
superiors, and 104 subordinates all 
told. 

The survey of working relations, 
the subordinate form of MLMS, 
was also used in a second way: The 
code word "ORG" was penned on 
its face and instructions given to 
". . . answer about the manage-
ment information organization as 
an entity. Your perspective is to 
think of the whole management in-
formation group, its general man-
agement and its operations. In 
other words, instead of thinking of 
just your manager alone, think of 
the whole organization." 

This form was answered by 11 
workers, managers and non-man-
agers alike. 

Reference to Figure 1 will show 
that MLMS emphasizes manager-
ial practices rather than personali-
ty traits. Surveys for this kind of 
work must be operationally orient-
ed; they must also provide a wide 
range of sound statistical informa-
tion. Both attributes are required 
to obtain the detail necessary for 
diagnosis at both the individual 
and group level at the same time. 
The MLMS dimensions were de-
veloped by factor analysis and 
other advanced techniques. 1 They 
have demonstrated reliability and 
are valid, in that they identify the 
differences between successful and 

Figure 1. 

THE MLMS DIMENSIONS 

Direction of Work 
1. Clarification of goals and objectives. Involves discussion of goals to be sure they 

are understood, setting meaningful goals for worthwhile contributions. 
2. Encouragement of upward communications and participation. Encouraging 

subordinates to contribute ideas and suggestions and putting those suggestions to 
work. 
3. Orderly work planning. How well organized a manager is, orderly in making the 

work flow, etc. 
4. Expertise. Technical-functional skills; ability to answer questions about the 

company, operations, products, services. 
5. Work facilitation. Coaching, training, and general support in getting work 

done. 
6. Feedback. Giving subordinates honest and constructive criticism of perform-

ance. 

Control 
7. Time Emphasis. Keeping things moving on schedule, stressing the importance 

of deadlines, etc. 
8. Control of details. At the upper end. unless accompanied by strong interper-

sonal relations, one can be an over-bearing nitpicker. Low scores imply a lack of 
involvement. 
9. Goalpressure. High levels, unless accompanied by strong interpersonal scores, 

can imply excessive pressure, a tendency to shout and scream when mistakes are 
made, etc. Very low scores can denote lack of push for goal achievement. 
10. Delegation (Permissiveness). Letting people work at their own speed, set their 
own goals, etc. If Direction of Work and other Control scores are solid, a high score 
here can mean good delegation. If these scores are low, it pictures a permissive 
manager. 

Interpersonal Relations 
11. Fair and enlarging work allocation. Allocating work fairly, without favoritism; 
also shifting work to try to make jobs more interesting. 
12. Approachability. Denotes a friendly, easy-to-talk-to manager; one who listens 
even though he/she does not agree. 
13. Teambuilding. Getting the work group members to cooperate, to exchange 
ideas, etc. 
14. Interest in subordinate growth. Helping subordinates learn and progress in 
their jobs, advance in their careers. 
15. Recognizing and reinforcing performance. The pat on the back, the expression 
of appreciation, compliments, etc. for work well done. 

unsuccessful managers in sales, 
production, administration and 
general management. 

Personal interviews with indi-
vidual managers followed prelim-
inary analysis of the survey data. 
These interviews thus served two 
purposes: One was to feed back 
individual survey results, coach 
and counsel. The other was to 
probe various managerial and or-
ganizational characteristics and 
problems. In short, the interview 
was both a feedback and informa-
tion gathering session. 

The Results 
Before the individual interviews, 

norms were developed for the 
MLMS d i m e n s i o n s . S e p a r a t e 
norms were set up for subordinate 
ratings of managers on the one 
hand and a combination of su-
periors ' and self-rat ings on the 
other. In this article, only the sub-
ordinate norm is required to tell 

the story. 
In Figure 2, the dashed line 

represents the average of 65 sub-
ordinate ra t ings of 13 first-line 
managers in the unit where turn-
over was highest. The 50 percent 
line across the chart represents 
the norm on each dimension. The 
solid line shows the average rat-
ing by 19 managers in the same 
unit of their superiors: Individuals 
making up the dashed line are non-
managers rating managers; those 
making up the solid line are man-
agers ra t ing higher level man-
agers. 

A little study will quickly show 
some marked differences in the 
two curves. Managers see their 
superiors as above average, or 
t ighter , in control and below 
average on some important inter-
personal relations dimensions. Par-
ticularly, notice the severe bump 
in goal pressure as felt by the 
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Figure 2. 

MLMS Ratings of Indiv dual Managers in Unit with Highest Turnover 
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Legend 
19 Managers Rating Their Superiors 

65 Non-Managers Rating Their First-Line Superiors 

Signi f icant ly Different f rom Norm 

managers rating their superiors. 
Contrast that with the dip in the 
ratings of first line managers by 
their technical subordinates. 

Both the bump and the dip are 
statistically significant departures 
from the norm, even though the 
dip does not appear to be so se-
vere. All significant deviations 
from the norm are starred. 

Managers rate their superiors 
significantly higher on clarification 
of goals and objectives, time em-
phasis, goal pressure and team-
building. They are rated signifi-
cantly below norms on delegation, 
approachability and recognition for 
performance. If the high score on 
teambuilding seems incongruous, 
it represents in this context a 
rather impersonal effort to get 
people to work together and com-
municate. 

Looking at each individual man-
ager's profiles separately gave 
added insight into these aggregate 
curves. 

In the usual study of a group of 
managers, over half will show good 
balance between direction of work, 
control and interpersonal rela-
tions. There will be hard and soft 
spots here and there, but scores 
will hover about the norms or 

above. Of the remaining, most will 
be out of balance in the direction of 
the "nice guy" or permissive side. 
High scores on upward communi-
cations, delegation (permissive-

ness), and approachability; below 
norms on clarification of goals and 
objectives, orderly planning, and 
the control functions except for 
delegation. This leaves a lesser 
number who are overly tight con-
trollers, like the solid curve in 
Figure 2. 

As a generalization, in the usual 
group, about 60 percent will be 
balanced, 25 percent on the per-
missive side and 15 percent tight 
controllers. By contrast> in this 
study, about 25 percent were 
balanced, 25 percent were permis-
sive, and 50 percent were tight 
controllers. 

Further, as might be expected 
from Figure 2, the balanced and 
more permissive managers were at 
lower levels, supervising non-
managerial personnel. 

Figure 3 shows the curves for 
the same two groups of people as 
Figure 2 except that here the plot 
shows the average response to the 
"ORG" survey on the organiza-
tion as a whole and upper manage-
ment. (Curves are plotted against 
the same norms as Figure 2.) 

First, note how closely the two 
curves track each other across the 
chart. Note how both groups place 

Figure 3. 

MLMS ORGanization Ratings in Unit with Highest Turnover 

Legend: 
Ratings by 19 Managers 

Ratings by 65 Non-Managers 
Note: All ratings below approximately 40% and above 60% are signif icantly 
different from norm. 
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organization management as a 
whole very high on the goal-
pressure dimension, even though 
they differ in degree. The tight-
ness in control is underscored by 
the lack of delegation and the 
higher scores on time and detail 
control. The shortfalls on upward 
communications, approachability, 
and others reinforce the general 
image of tightness. 

The general attitude survey, the 
survey of satisfaction, showed sev-
eral things of interest. First, com-
pany policies and benefits were 
seen as positive on average; com-
pensation was OK, as were per-
formance-review practices. The 
lack of technical training and man-
agement development were sore 
spots. But the company was seen 
as a good place to work. The write-
in free responses added depth of 
understanding. The work was con-
sidered challenging; company poli-
cies and benefits also drew positive 
comments. Training, or lack of it, 
was the largest negative. But 
management also came in for some 
licks in comments such as lack of 
openness, lack of delegation, ex-

cessive control, finger pointing or 
witch hunting for mistakes, etc. 

Top management's initial inter-
pretation of the aggregated infor-
mation focused on first-line man-
agement — for their lack of a sense 
of urgency and exercise of control 
to get the job done. They were 
considered as not understanding 
the problems; not getting the mes-
sage. One reason was that middle 
management was not delegating 
enough. One comment was that 
middle management was not hold-
ing first-line managers accountable 
for their unit's work. Presumably, 
that was why top and middle man-
agement ended up exercising so 
much pressure to catch up when 
things went wrong or got behind. 

Field Probing 
Individual interviews confirmed 

much of what had come out of the 
surveys and amplified it. It soon 
became apparent that the pressure 
identified in the individual and 
ORG MLMS surveys, and the 
witch hunting or finger pointing 
from the attitude survey, were one 

and the same. Top management 
not only put great stress on meet-
ing deadlines. They also came 
down hard on such mat ters as 
aborted computer runs, regardless 
of the reason and regardless of the 
time delays occasioned. The atti-
tude was amplified by one middle 
manager, "Top management does 
not ask, 'What went wrong?' and 
'What have we done to fix it?' 
Rather they ask, 'Who screwed it 
up?' There always has to be a cul-
prit." 

Importantly, several managers, 
regardless of the shape of their 
personal profiles, felt that the de-
tailed and exacting nature of the 
work had a lot to do with the 
pressure. Some reacted by ampli-
fying the stress and pressure on 
their subordinates. Others were 
laid-back, almost detached, shak-
ing their heads in mild amusement 
at what they observed. 

With many managers, but es-
pecially the more relaxed, the 
prevailing strategy was self-pro-
tective to escape the spotlight 
when the hollering started. This 
cover-your-flanks syndrome was 
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more prevalent than one usually 
finds in studies of this nature. 

Consequently, it became appar-
ent that the lack of delegation 
revealed in the MLMS data was 
matched by an unwillingness on 
the part of first-line managers to 
accept responsibilities. It was more 
protective not to take the lead. 

In general, the data led to the 
conclusion that there was more 
than just the nature of the work 
that led to the situation. And, that 
it was more than bad managerial 
manners on the part of a heavy 
proportion of incumbents. In fact, 
that proportion was sufficiently 
high as to lead to the conclusion 
that something was operating to 
keep it that way. Something was 
perpetuating an unsettled condi-
tion, over and above the personali-
ties of some managers or the 
nature of the work. 

The problem was pursued by 
following the flow of work — the 
organization's processes. They are 
best described in terms of the life 
cycle of a project: 

A systems project is initiated by 
a request from the management of 
a user department. It is scoped out 
with upper management in the 
systems department. It is then 
delegated to a middle level sys-
tems manager, and further to a 
lead systems analyst. A team of 
analysts and programmers is as-
sembled. Working-level users are 
brought into the team framework. 
The flow of communications be-
comes user-analyst-programmer 
and v.v. with most all communica-
tions routed through the analyst. 

It is policy that analysts not 
commit the systems department to 
a final delivery date until the 
project is far enough along to 
permit reasonably firm estimates. 
Eventually, they are made and 
confirmed by systems manage-
ment. However, it is human nature 
that unintentional, even unjusti-
fied expectations get built up 
informally in users' and others' 
minds from the start. It is also 
natural that, as a project proceeds 
and both sides begin to understand 
the de ta i l s more in t ima te ly , 
changes are made in the systems 
design. These changes, of course, 
necessitate changes in delivery 
dates. They occur up to the final 
moments, continuing to cause slip-

page in delivery times. 
Also, as one would expect, con-

siderable misunderstanding arises 
in the linkage of user-analyst-
programmer with communications 
channeled through the analyst. 
This linkage was further obstruct-
ed by the defensive self-covering 
antics of the analysts and pro-
grammers. 

Final Analysis 
and Recommendations 

Ultimately, the situation was 
sized up as follows: The systems 
department, like most such tech-
nical service groups, had grown 
substantially in recent years. At 
first, management had intimate 
contact with every project; control 
was not that difficult. 

As work load and organization 
grew, control efforts focused pri-
marily on exception reporting. 
With continued expansion and ubi-
quitous problem of turnover of 
computer personnel of all kinds, 
exceptions increased, as did man-
agement problems. Management's 
response was to tighten controls. 

This cycle of increased problems 
and tighter controls eventually be-
came counterproductive when it 
reached the "Who screwed it up?" 
stage. Frustrations were evident 
on all sides. 

To synthesize, conclusions were 
put in the context of the project 
life cycle: The focus of control was 
on the later phases of the project, 
rather than the beginning. If more 
participation were encouraged to 
get a systems project started 
properly, there would be fewer 
exceptions later — fewer frustra-
tions and disappointments on all 
sides; less adrenalin expended. 

Based on the clear indications of 
the surveys of both the individual 
managers and the organization, 
several recommendations were 
made. 

For individual management de-
velopment, programs should be 

• started as soon as feasible. Cur-
riculum content should be aimed at 
the specific needs of individuals as 
revealed in their surveys. Coach-
ing should be continued with 
certain managers to reinforce the 
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training and monitor their pro-
gress. Technical training should 
also be stepped up. 

On the OD side, a program of 
team-building sessions should be 
initiated. On all current projects, 
and especially on new ones, anal-
ysts, programmers, and users 
should be brought together to in-
doctrinate each other on their 
needs and expectations so com-
munications might be freed up and 
projects managed more smoothly. 
These sessions should continue on 
a regular basis throughout the life 
of the project so that the needs for 
change and the actual changes may 
be talked through and the conse-
quences — time slippage, etc. — 
be fully understood on the part of 
all. Summary minutes of these 
sessions should be kept and com-
municated to upper management 
on both the systems and user side. 

These periodic reports have a 
special significance for top man-
agement. They should provide 
timely and early warn ing of 
changes in scope and timing. This, 
in turn, is expected by all con-

cerned to reduce the need for 
after-the-fact tight controls which 
had been generating the feelings of 
witch hunting and pressure. 

Finally, it was recommended 
that the surveys be repeated in six 
months to a year, to provide, along 
with more objective measures, an 
assessment of progress. The sur-
veys had identified specific soft 
spots at both the individual and or-
ganization level and had demon-
strated sufficient reliability to be 
used to measure change — the 
effectiveness of the development 
programs. 

Conclusion 
As in most OD projects, changes 

were recommended in both man-
agement and organization develop-
ment spheres. Patently, changing 
one without the other would have 
been less than fully effective. 

A broad-range, reliable, multi-
level instrument such as MLMS 
can provide the necessary diag-
nostic information to guide devel-
opment plans for both individual 
managers and the organization. 

In this case it highlighted needs 

for skills in planning, monitoring 
and communicating. As these are 
developed in training, they im-
mediately become applicable in 
group team-building. 

With this approach, time and 
money are saved as well. This 
project took less than 12 days of 
consultant time from planning 
through reporting; less than two 
months' elapsed time, including 
the Christmas holidays. 
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