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Most companies recognize that to stay competitive they must change 
the way they do business. This innovative method for organizational restructuring 

is faster than most traditional approaches. 

The informal r o u n d - t a b l e dis-
c u s s i o n w a s s p i r i t e d b u t 
f r i end ly . T w o s e n i o r e x e c u -

tives w e r e exchanging views on the 
need for organizat ions to change in 
the current pressure-cooked business 
environment. 

O n e of t h e e x e c u t i v e s s a id , 
" N o w a d a y s , if you d o n ' t c o n s i d e r 
c h a n g i n g t h e w a y y o u r company-
opera tes , it shows a lack of nerve." 
This executive strongly favored fun-
damen ta l l y c h a n g i n g — f r o m top to 
b o t t o m — t h e way the c o m p a n y did 
business. 

The other executive said, "But if it 
isn't d o n e right, it can be like trying 
to c h a n g e all f o u r t i r e s on a c a r 
whi le it's ca reen ing d o w n a moun-
tain road at 60 miles per hour." This 
e x e c u t i v e r ecogn ized t h e need for 
change but was concerned about the 
pace and methodology. "We need to 
do it in a way that people can under-
stand. support , and handle." 

The main issue for organizat ions 
isn't whether to redesign, but how to 
go about ii. Getting a few employees 
to fix occasional problems won't suf-
f ice . R e d e s i g n m e a n s a n a l y z i n g , 
r e t h i n k i n g , a n d f u n d a m e n t a l l y 
c h a n g i n g an o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s c o r e 
work processes, structures, and prac-

tices to achieve significant and sus-
tainable improvement in employees ' 
work performance and environment. 

How can an organization initiate, 
implement , and sustain far-reaching 
c h a n g e a n d su rv ive? H o w c a n it 
change the tires and keep the car on 
the road? 

Necessary preconditions 
A traditional method for implement-
ing c h a n g e is s o c i o t e c h n i c a l re-
d e s i g n . But a n o n t r a d i t i o n a l a p -
p r o a c h — f a s t - i m p a c t w o r k - p r o c e s s 
redes ign—takes less time. That is a 
crucial advantage, because timeliness 
is so important in the current com-
p e t i t i v e m a r k e t . Both m e t h o d s 
p r o m i s e s ign i f i can t i m p r o v e m e n t . 
Neither is a quick fix. 

Both approaches require four pre-
conditions: clarity, champions, readi-
ness, and vision. 
Clarity. T h e o r g a n i z a t i o n must b e 
c l e a r a b o u t t h e r e a s o n s fo r t h e 
redesign. T h e expec t ed gains must 
outweigh the projected costs in both 
f inancial a n d h u m a n terms. Before 
beginning a redesign effort, the orga-
n i z a t i o n s h o u l d c o n d u c t a t o u g h 
eva lua t ion to rule out less a r d u o u s 
ways to reach its desired goals. 
Champions. People w h o have some 

power in the organizational hierarchy 
need to persuade others to accept the 
costs and stress that go with radically 
disrupting current structures and prac-
t ices . T h e s e c h a m p i o n s mus t b e 
tough enough to plow through peo-
ple's resistance and skillful enough to 
lead them toward a vision. The cham-
pions must have the clout to marshal! 
the resources and suppor t of others 
across functional barriers and around 
political land mines. 
Readiness. The organization should 
not proceed in the redesign until it is 
p r e p a r e d to s u p p o r t un t r ad i t i ona l 
practices. Managers should be ready-
to relinquish their roles as controllers 
and directors. And employees must 
be willing to accept changes in their 
job requirements and responsibilities. 
Vision. T h e o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s l eaders 
must articulate a vision that encour-
ages p e o p l e to m o v e beyond such 
past cons t ra in ts as c o n c e r n for the 
status quo. hierarchical control, cen-
tralized author i ty , s egmen ta t i on of 
activities, and ignorance of the larger 
bus iness env i ronment . People must 
be able to envision a compelling pic-
ture of alternatives before they'll try 
to move toward it. 

O n e way leaders can demonstrate 
support for the vision is to commit to 
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s o m e ope ra t i ng pr inc ip les that are 
consistent with the redesign values. 
T h e l eaders s h o u l d he w o r k i n g to 
he lp e v e r y o n e in the o rgan iza t ion 
understand and use the principles. 

The box shows some of the oper-
ating principles deve loped by man-
agers and union leaders in a paper-
manufacturing plant. 

Once the preconditions for the re-
des ign are met, t he o rgan iza t ion ' s 
leaders shou ld dec ide h o w to pro-
ceed. 

The pros of STS 
No approach to workplace redesign 
is guaranteed to work. But sociotech-
nical systems redesign represents 50 
y e a r s of t h e o r y a n d e x p e r i e n c e . 
Da t ing b a c k to t he coa l m i n e s of 
England in 1949. STS redes ign has 
b e e n a p p l i e d e x t e n s i v e l y in t h e 
United States since the 1970s. 

STS r e d e s i g n c a n h e l p p e o p l e 
improve their jobs and work envi-
r o n m e n t . It b a l a n c e s the n e e d s of 
p e o p l e in t he w o r k p l a c e wi th the 
requirements of the machinery, tech-
nology. and work processes—instead 
of subordinating either the people or 
the technical aspects . STS redesign 
also aims to meet the expectations of 
customers and other stakeholders in 
the external environment. 

STS r e d e s i g n invo lves r i g o r o u s 
procedures for examining the organi-
zation's external envi ronment , core 
work processes, and social systems. 
STS redes ign focuses on c h a n g i n g 
the way work is des igned, in order 
to eliminate key variances or devia-
tions that can reduce the timeliness, 
quality, or cost of products and ser-
vices. The redesign phrase, "getting 
the w h o l e sy s t em in to t he room." 
means thinking beyond current orga-
nizational boundaries. 

The tangible bus iness o u t c o m e s 
from successful STS redesign projects 
include 
I an increase in cus tomer satisfac-
tion with the timeliness, quality, and 
cost of products and services 
• a w o r k e n v i r o n m e n t in w h i c h 
peop le cont inuously seek improve-
ments in quality and productivity 
t an increase in employees' commit-
ment and job satisfaction 
» an o r g a n i z a t i o n tha t is m o r e 
adaptable to changes in the business 
environment. 

Operating Principles 
Here are some operat ing princi-
ples established by a paper-manu-
f a c t u r i n g p l an t in its r e d e s i g n 
e f fo r t . You can a d a p t t hem to 
your own organization's redesign. 

The plant lists the fo l lowing 
p r i n c i p l e s tha t e m p l o y e e s a r e 
committed to: 
I o p e n and respectful commu-
nication 
I par t ic ipa t ive and facili tative 
leadership 
I w o r k i n g t o g e t h e r to p u r s u e 
common goals that are mutually 
b e n e f i c i a l t o e m p l o y e e s , t he 
union, and the business 
• the con t inuous improvement 
of pe r fo rmance to ensure long-
term secur i ty for the b u s i n e s s 
and workforce 
i increasing e m p l o y e e knowl-
edge and commitment to satisfy 
internal and external customers. 

O r g a n i z a t i o n s tha t h a v e c o m -
pleted successful STS redesign pro-
jects are flatter and are populated by 
mult iski l led. s e l f -manag ing teams. 
M a n a g e r s s u p p o r t a n d c o o r d i n a t e 
rather than direct and control. There 
is direct contact between employees 
and customers. Communication cuts 
across all levels and functions. And 
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y a n d p o w e r r e s i d e 
where the actual work is done. 

T h e ove ra l l e m p h a s i s in STS-
redesigned work environments is on 
cont inuous improvement suppor ted 
by o n g o i n g t r a in ing in t e c h n i c a l , 
business, and employee skills. 

The cons of STS 
On the downside, STS redesign proj-
ects o f ten exper ience several prob-
lems that undercut their effectiveness. 
Time. T r a d i t i o n a l STS r e d e s i g n 
requires a full- t ime des ign team to 
spend 12 to 18 months to complete a 
project and more time to implement 
the changes . As o n e m a n u f a c t u r e r 
said. "By the time the des ign team 
had f i n i s h e d s eve ra l m o n t h s of 
analysis, our marketplace had com-
pletely changed at least twice." 

Organizations need to lower costs 
and improve c u s t o m e r sat isfact ion 
faster than ever. Few companies can 
afford the lead time required for tra-

ditional STS redesign. 
Lack of support. Frequently, steering 
c o m m i t t e e s and d e s i g n t e ams a r e 
baffled and angry when others reject 
t he e n d p r o d u c t s of the i r STS re-
design efforts. 

Many e m p l o y e e s c o m p l a i n that 
d e s i g n t e a m s ask a b o u t w o r k e r s ' 
p r o b l e m s a n d t h e n c o m e a r o u n d 
several months later to tell them their 
jobs have changed , wi thout having 
involved them in the decision-mak-
ing process. Other employees com-
plain that the des ign team expec t s 
t h e m to w o r k in n e w w a y s they 
don't understand. 

To ge t e m p l o y e e s ' b u y - i n on 
r e d e s i g n p r o j e c t s , i t 's c r i t ica l to 
i nvo lve t h e m in t he ana lys i s a n d 
p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g p h a s e s . Unfor tu -
nately. it can be cumbersome, if not 
impossible, to sustain a high level of 
involvement and support throughout 
a lengthy redesign process. 
Losing touch. In STS redesign proj-
ects, design teams of ten lose touch 
with t he c o n s t i t u e n t s t hey ' r e s u p -
posed to represen t . In evaluat ions, 
des ign- team m e m b e r s o f ten report 
that the more they learned, the harder 
it got for them to communicate with 
p e o p l e o u t s i d e t he t eam. Desp i t e 
communica t ing with o thers by fax, 
e-mail, and hot lines, design teams 
often hear that they're out of touch. 

The challenge is to involve stake-
ho lders direct ly wi thou t taking up 
too much of their time. Ironically, a 
redesign process that aims to move 
an organization from being control-
driven to commitment-driven has to 
be control-driven in some ways. The 
danger is that the redesigned work-
place will be supported only by the 
design team. 
Trained incapacity. Even when peo-
ple unders tand and agree with the 
redesign, their experience in the tra-
d i t i o n a l o r g a n i z a t i o n may h a v e 
imbued them with a "trained inca-
pacity" to implement n e w systems, 
as de sc r i bed in the p a p e r "Devel-
o p i n g C i t i z e n s h i p for t h e Active 
Organization," presented at the 1991 
E c o l o g y of W o r k C o n f e r e n c e in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, by William 
P a s m o r e . Ga ry F rank , a n d Bob 
R e h m . T h e resul t is a m i s m a t c h 
between design and capability. 

Even when supervisors and teams 
are willing to make the redesigned 

Training & Development, October 1994 55 



o r g a n i z a t i o n w o r k , t hey may not 
have the necessary skills. In such 
cases , it t akes yea r s of f o l l o w - u p 
efforts to implement a redesign. 

Fast-impact work-process 
redesign 
Similar to traditional STS redesign, 
fast-impact redesign focuses attention 
on an o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s c o r e w o r k 
processes , it e n g a g e s p e o p l e in a 
s t r u c t u r e d p r o c e s s to h e l p t h e m 
rethink the business from scratch. It 
involves discarding old assumptions, 
structures, attitudes, and work sys-
tems that may have succeeded in the 
past but are now outdated. 

The main difference between STS 
and fast-impact redesign is that fast-
impact redesign is quicker. It involves 
stakeholders early in the process to 
avoid time delays due to people's resis-
tance to implement ing changes on 
which they've had no input. 

The goal of fast-impact redesign is 
to p roduce dramatic improvements 
in the bot tom line and employees ' 
work env i ronment . It goes fur ther 
than continuous improvement, total-
quality management, and employee 
involvement. 

Fast-impact redesign uses "search 
conferences"' that enable the people 
affected by the redesign to be partic-
ipants in the process. Customers and 
employees from all levels and func-
tions participate in carefully prepared 
c o n f e r e n c e s or m e e t i n g s to h e l p 
develop the new organization. Such 
widespread participation helps build 
commitment and the necessary capa-
bility to achieve desired outcomes. 

Fast-impact redesign is simplest 
w h e n t h e p ro j ec t f o c u s e s on the 
operations of a single business unit. 
To start with, it's best to choose units 
that stand to make the largest gains, 
that are most important to customers, 
and that have the highest probability 
of success. 

The redesign project should focus 
on the bus ine s s uni t ' s co re w o r k 
process—a combination of essential 
tools, methods, procedures, and infor-
mation. Project members should ask, 
Does this particular work process of 

the unit take one or more inputs and 
create outputs that are valuable to an 
internal or external customer?" The 
answer tells whether the work process 
is whole and, therefore, whether it is 
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an appropriate target for redesign. 
S o m e t i m e s a w o r k p r o c e s s is 

d i v i d e d in to s e e m i n g l y i l logical 
p i eces s e p a r a t e d by g e o g r a p h y or 
departments. A unit's work processes 
can be i n t e r d e p e n d e n t wi th o the r 
functional units in ways that are dif-
ferent from cus tomer / supp l i e r rela-
tionships. When a core work process 
cuts ac ross several bus ines s units , 
people from outside the targeted unit 
s h o u l d also par t ic ipa te in the fast-
impact redesign effort. 

More pros than cons 
Fast- impact work -p rocess redesign 
m a x i m i z e s t he i n v o l v e m e n t of all 
employees affected by the redesign. 
The first s tep is fo rming a s teer ing 
committee and design team that will 
s u p p o r t a n d c o o r d i n a t e c e r t a i n 
aspects of the redesign. The rest of 
the process will be carried out by the 
employees affected by the redesign. 

Getting all s takeholders involved 
helps build support for implementing 
the redes ign . By contras t , in tradi-
t ional STS redes ign and in reengi-
neering, the entire effort is owned by 
the steering committee, design team, 
o r r e e n g i n e e r i n g e x p e r t s — e v e n 
w h e n they c o m m u n i c a t e regularly 
with o thers in t he organiza t ion . In 
such cases, others are only tangen-
tially involved , even w h e n they ' re 
asked for input dur ing the analysis 
phase. Consequently, they often feel 
as if they ' re asked to buy into and 
commit to new ways of working that 
they don't understand. 

Many e m p l o y e e s in t r a d i t i o n a l 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s a r e n ' t p r e p a r e d to 
assume new roles and responsibili-
t ies. T h e o rgan iza t ion may h a v e a 
w o r k a b l e redes ign that e m p l o y e e s 
w o n ' t or c a n ' t i m p l e m e n t . Fas t -
impact redesign involves all s take-
holders early on so they can practice 
n e w b e h a v i o r s , l e a r n to w o r k 
together well, and gradually under-
s t a n d the i r c h a n g i n g r o l e s a n d 
responsibilities. 

Many redesign plans call for the 
creation of self-managing teams. It's 
important to get employees and their 
superv i sors to de te rmine for ihem-
se lves h o w to w o r k d i f f e ren t ly so 
they can learn the skills, a t t i tudes , 
and values required for self-manage-
ment, as well as the overall business. 
They should work together to iden-

tify team boundaries and roles. And 
they s h o u l d p l an t he t rans i t ion in 
m a n a g e a b l e bi tes to avoid frustra-
tion. disillusionment, and poor per-
formance. 

Sum of the parts 
In fast-impact redesign, the steering 
committee should include senior-level 
m a n a g e r s and un ion off ic ia ls or 
e m p l o y e e r ep resen ta t ives w h o are 
accountable for the outcomes of the 
core work process to be redesigned. 
The s teer ing commi t t ee ' s role is to 
determine the boundaries of the work 
p r o c e s s s o that it can ident i fy t he 
employees who will be affected by the 
redesign and ask them to participate. 

The steering committee communi-
cates the rationale and goals of the 
redesign, provides overall direction, 
and disseminates relevant information. 
As the project progresses, the commit-
tee garners the necessary resources 
and support , encourages innovation 
and creativity, and solicits the partici-
pation of key internal or external cus-
tomers and other stakeholders. 

The design team should be selected 
by the e m p l o y e e s involved in the 
redesign. Its role is to assist other proj-
ect members with such tasks as creat-
ing a redesign proposal and coordinat-
ing and summarizing group work. 

Once the steering committee and 
design team are in place, fast-impact 
redesign can proceed with carefully 
s t ructured and facilitated mee t ings 
that have specific purposes: identify-
ing customer requirements, establish-
ing desired outcomes, conduct ing a 
work-system analysis, and creating a 
redesign plan. 
Customer requ i rements . M e e t i n g s 

r e g a r d i n g c u s t o m e r r e q u i r e m e n t s 
s h o u l d e x a m i n e the r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
b e t w e e n the b u s i n e s s unit a n d its 
external stakeholders, as well as stake-
holders' expectations. External stake-
holders include internal and external 
customers, managers, union officials, 
suppliers, and industry regulators. 

T h e un i t ' s d e s i g n t e a m s h o u l d 
i n t e rv i ew the s t a k e h o l d e r s to ask 
their op in ions on the unit 's perfor-
mance—what it is doing right, what 
it is doing wrong, and what it needs 
to change. The team also should ask 
s t akeho lde rs for he lp in improving 
the unit . All unit m e m b e r s s h o u l d 
strive to deve lop effect ive work ing 

relat ionships with the s takeholders 
and exchange ongoing feedback. 

Unit members should compare the 
stakeholders ' expectat ions and then 
b ra in s to rm ways to mee t them. At 
this s tage, the unit should create a 
mission statement, identifying some 
r e d e s i g n g u i d e l i n e s b a s e d on the 
stakeholders' feed back. 
Desired outcomes. A redesign effort 
s h o u l d e n a b l e an o r g a n i z a t i o n to 
respond to its changing environment. 
Project members should identify the 
critical forces and trends that do and 
could affect the success of the tar-
g e t e d b u s i n e s s uni t . T h e y a l s o 
should identify the unit's current and 
projected responses to those forces 
and trends. And they should exam-
ine significant milestones in the orga-
n i z a t i o n ' s r e c e n t pas t . T h e n they 
should agree on a shared vision. 
Work-system analysis. T h e work - sys -

t em ana lys i s iden t i f i e s t he b reak -
downs, delays, and malfunctions that 
hinder the effective operation of the 
targeted work process. The analysis 
a l s o e x a m i n e s ways to r e d u c e or 
eliminate the hindrances. 

First, project members should cre-
a te a d i a g r a m of t he total cu r r en t 
work process, problems that occur at 
e a c h s t e p , a n d cri t ical i ssues that 
negatively affect the unit's key mea-
sures of success. 

Then they should analyze the dia-
g ram and i s sues to m e a s u r e the i r 
influence on the unit's ability to meet 
customer requirements—paying spe-
cial attention to process breakdowns, 
p r o b l e m c a u s e s a n d cu r ren t so lu-
tions, and the e m p l o y e e s and jobs 
involved. 

Last, they should suggest techni-
cal- and employee- re la ted ways to 
streamline the work process. 

T h e w o r k - s y s t e m ana lys i s a l s o 
examines aspects of the work envi-
ronment that can affect employees ' 
w o r k l ives and day - to -day pe r fo r -
m a n c e — s u c h i ssues as t e amwork , 
conf l ic t , c o m m u n i c a t i o n , dec i s ion 
making, interpersonal relationships, 
and managerial practices. To provide 
information, unit members can com-
ple te a w o r k - e n v i r o n m e n t survey. 
Then, project members should gen-
erate redesign ideas to improve the 
unit's work environment. 
The redesign plan. This is the phase in 
which project members integrate all of 
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the ideas generated in previous meet-
ings for the p u r p o s e of ref in ing the 
key e l emen t s of the unit 's redes ign . 
T h e des ign t eam incorpora tes those 
e l e m e n t s into a final o rgan iza t iona l 
redesign to be reviewed by the unit 
members in a subsequent meeting. 

The redesign plan should include 
critical competencies; changes to the 
c o r e w o r k p r o c e s s ; d e f i n i t i o n s ol 
w o r k - t e a m b o u n d a r i e s , ro l e s , a n d 
responsibi l i t ies : n e w w a y s to m a k e 
d e c i s i o n s a n d m a n a g e i n f o r m a t i o n 
sys tems ; and r e s t ruc tu red re la t ion-
s h i p s wi th o t h e r uni ts , c u s t o m e r s , 
a n d s u p p o r t s y s t e m s . T h e p l a n 
shou ld lay ou t t h e s t e p s n e e d e d to 
make the redesign a reality. 

Unit m e m b e r s shou ld bra ins torm 
to c o m e u p with a list of necessary 
t a s k s f o r o p e r a t i n g , c o o r d i n a t i n g , 
m a i n t a i n i n g , a n d c o n t i n u o u s l y 
i m p r o v i n g t h e w o r k p r o c e s s a n d 
environment . The critical questions: 
I W h a t m u s t b e i n c l u d e d to im-
p r o v e t h e u n i t ' s p e r f o r m a n c e a n d 
address stakeholders ' needs? 
I Wha t mus t be inc luded to m a k e 
the unit a s se l f - su f f i c i en t and se l f -
managing as possible? 

The answers will provide detailed 
d e s c r i p t i o n s of the n e c e s s a r y tasks 
and responsibilities for operat ing and 
improving the unit's redesign. 

T h e p lan shou ld inc lude w a y s to 
overcome barriers to implementing the 
redesign, suggestions for training and 
skill d e v e l o p m e n t , and a m e t h o d to 
track progress toward improvement. 

Involving s takeholders early is the 
key to ensuring the successful imple-
men ta t ion of a res t ruc tu r ing e f for t . 
By getting peop le on board from the 
launch, fast-impact redes ign ensures 
s m o o t h sai l ing fo r b o t h e m p l o y e e s 
and the organization. • 
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