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Dedication

This book is for all of us who work with or relate to an organization and have wondered why we come away from our time at work or our meetings feeling crazy, off balance, and uneasy.

 

This book is for all of us who have moved into a new work situation with great hopes and expectations and found ourselves slowly ground down by the organization and losing our enthusiasm for the work we love.

 

This book is for all of us who feel we have to spend our whole weekend recovering from work only to go back and start it all again

 

This book is for every troubled and/or hopeful organization that has spent thousands, even millions, of dollars on consulting packages and, even when the analysis has seemed accurate, has later discovered that there was no real or lasting change.

 

This book is for every organization that wants to understand why it continues to move from one crisis to another and is not able to focus on the kind of work it exists to accomplish.

 

This book is for every organization that truly believes that it is possible to make work-life healing and exciting and still maintain a good profit margin.

 

This book is for all consultants who genuinely want to be of service to the organizations with whom they consult and have not had the necessary conceptual tools to do what they want to do.

 

This book is for all of us who have intuitively known that there is something wrong with the way our organizations are structured and functioning and have been searching for the “missing pieces.”

 

This book is dedicated to all those persons and organizations with whom we have worked, with whom we are working, or with whom we will work. May it provide a “missing piece.”
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Introduction: A Missing Piece

Everyone in this society lives and works in some kind of organization, group, or system. Beginning with the family, moving into the school, the workplace, clubs, and civic organizations, most of us spend the majority of our lives within organizations or relating to organizations. In fact, in this society the person who cannot function organizationally is handicapped. We need to understand every aspect of organizational life. Moreover, a broadly focused book on organizations is needed, a book that will be read by corporate executives, entrepreneurs, and the members of volunteer groups and social and professional clubs alike. We saw the need for a book that will “name” our experience in organizations at all levels.

Even though there is a plethora of books about organizations and corporate life and millions of dollars each year are spent on consultants and packages designed to “fix up” what is wrong with organizations, corporations continue to search desperately for models that will reverse a slipping economy and enliven a poorly producing work force. Individuals look forward to weekends so that they can recover from their “crazy-making” experiences at work only to find that they must face the same dynamics on Monday. Often, persons who come from dysfunctional families find their organizations repeating the same patterns they learned in their families. Even though these patterns feel familiar, they do not feel healthy. Though consulting packages seem to alleviate some problems for a few days or a week, those same problems reemerge with even greater force and tenacity. Even after our favorite committees have had workshops on communication skills, breakdowns in communication, dishonesty, isolation, anger, and withdrawals continue. What is going on? What are we missing? As a friend of ours at a Fortune 500 company states in an internal memo, we are confused about something, and it is not clear what it is. In an in-house memo she wrote:

 

What is a productive organization? We have been inundated in the last few years with books, articles, case studies, and news stories that describe the attributes of excellence and successful organizations. As a country of business people we have studied our competitors. At various times with various voices we have touted high tech, robotic, and electronic solutions. From Europe we have accepted a need for cooperation and collaboration with our employees by starting quality-of-work-life and employee-involvement efforts in major companies like GM, AT&T, and Ford. Unions like the UAW, the Communications Workers of America, and the Steel Workers became leaders in the changes. Yet many of these very hopeful programs have lost their initial charge. We have looked to the East and started Quality Circle, Just in Time delivery programs, Total Quality Control, Statistical Process Control, and Company-Wide Quality Control.

Yet, through all of our writing and research, we still seem to be missing something. We are attracted to these demonstrations of excellence; we recognize that there is something that we do not have, yet the majority of executives and managers in the United States are unable to implement significant permanent change incorporating these ideas. What is it that we are attracted to? What is it that eludes us when we try to implement these changes?1

 

“What is it that eludes us when we try to implement these changes?” It is the response to this question that has impelled us to write this book about organizations. We believe that it is time to move to a new level of understanding about the organizations in which we live and work. Prior analyses have elements of truth in them, and at the same time a very important element has been systematically ignored.

Ironically, the very correctness of the analysis (even if partial) has been a factor misleading us to accept incorrect solutions. When the analysis has elements of truth in it and “rings true” for those involved, it is difficult not to become gullible and accept wholeheartedly the solutions offered. Unfortunately, this very gullibility may well be perpetuating the problem. For example, in Steven Prokesch’s article in the business section of the New York Times, “Remaking the American CEO,” we read that “many are adopting a new creed that puts corporate survival above all else. The result: a generation of ruthless management.” As Prokesch describes it, “The new order eschews loyalty to workers, products, corporate structure, business, factories, communities, even the nation. All such allegiances are viewed as expendable under the new rules. With survival at stake, only market leadership, strong profits and a high stock price can he allowed to matter” (italics ours). Prokesch sees corporate leaders going through a massive rethinking process, and their response to the imperative to change has been to become more ruthless, more manipulative, more dishonest, more rigid, less creative, and less willing to take risks. We believe this response is indicative of what we have been missing in our understanding of organizations.

Through our work and research with groups and organizations, we have come to see the piece that has been systematically ignored: many of our organizations are addictive organizations embedded in an addictive society. By this we mean that many organizations are affected by addictions and an addictive worldview and even themselves function exactly like an active individual addict.

In When Society Becomes an Addict, Anne Wilson Schaef has demonstrated that addictive behavior is now the norm in the society, and that society itself functions as an active addict.2 This is also true at the organizational level. Thus we have found an important missing piece, a piece of information that has been systematically overlooked in accepted analyses of the problem with organizations, and though an understanding of this “piece” may not lead us to all the needed solutions, it will dramatically shift the way we look at organizations and what we do with and in them.

We have begun to recognize that many of the behaviors considered “normal” for individuals in organizations are actually a repertoire of behaviors of an active addict or a nonrecovering co-dependent. For example, the solutions quoted in the aforementioned article by Prokesch (ruthlessness, rigidity, dishonesty) are exactly the ways that an active drunk would respond to crisis. In addition, many of the organizational processes deemed “acceptable” in companies are just more of the same addictive behavior masquerading as corporate structure and function.

Why have those who work with and study organizations been so reluctant to recognize this reality? One of the reasons, perhaps, is that the basic defense mechanism of addictions is denial. In the treatment of individuals with addictions, the first step toward recovery is to break the denial system and admit having the disease. We know that historically social analysts and persons in mental health and the helping professions have generally been woefully ignorant about addictions. They have frequently functioned to patch up the problem, thus enabling the individual to limp along without ever confronting the real issue, addiction. Another powerful element is that persons coming from addictive families tend to think the addictive process is normal. Since it is the only process they have known for most of their lives it is therefore, for them, reality.

These two tendencies—to deny the presence of the effect of addictions and to see addictive behavior and processes as normal—have also been true in the field of organizational development and in the process of organizational consultation. As mentioned earlier, one of the reasons that many organizational and management techniques have not made lasting changes is that they have not really addressed the underlying problem. Though we ourselves admire a large part of the writing and work going on in organizational development circles today, our experience is that most of these approaches will not be fully effective until they recognize that many of our organizations are functioning addictively, both in terms of individual personnel and as a whole system. Unfortunately, the problem is exacerbated by the general lack of information about addiction on the part of internal and external consultants as well as EAP (employee assistance program) counselors.

Our experience is that addictive individuals and systems can and do begin processes of recovery that, though lifelong, do result in solid health and better, more productive functioning. This book will add another major, heretofore missing dimension to the understanding of organizations.

In this book, we explore the concept of the addictive organization—what it looks like, how to recognize it, how it functions, the processes and structures it sets up that keep it in its disease, and how it can begin the recovery process.

Section I explores the discovery processes we used to arrive at a working knowledge of the addictive organization, beginning with some of the organizational concepts that have been helpful to us. It is important to recognize ideas current today in organizational literature: excellence, innovation, Z-theory, quality circles, and organizational transformation. We then explore some of the important contributions to the field and also point out some ideas that are conspicuously absent. These are some ideas that are emerging outside traditional organizational development, management, and consultation that have been important to us, have contributed to our thinking, and have expanded our understanding of organizations. We demonstrate how they are relevant to organizational theory, development, and transformation.

It is here that we ask, What is missing in the previous conceptualizations? As we have said, the missing piece is an understanding of the role, power, and pervasiveness of the addictive process.

Section II is devoted to definition of terms: addictions in general, the characteristics and processes of addictions, the addictive process itself, co-dependence, and adult children of alcoholics. Even though there has been an explosion of popular information about addiction, we believe that there will continue to be general ignorance about addictions because learning about addictions must be a participatory process. By this we mean that getting logical and rational information about addictions is not enough. In order to truly learn about addictions, one must face up to one’s own addictive patterns and begin recovery. Since the addictive process is the norm for the society, one must assume that everyone participates addictively at some level. This information-giving section is necessary to provide a common language and a common conceptual framework. This section examines what we mean by the addictive system, the addictive process, co-dependence, and adult children of alcoholics.

Section III delineates four levels where addiction impacts the organization and gives examples of these levels. Essentially, this section describes how the organization is an addict. We have been fascinated by the richness of this concept, and it is here that we explore four facets of the organization as addict.

The first aspect explored is the problem created when a manager or key person is an active addict. Examples are given of the effect this can have on an organization, and we examine some of the organizational ramifications of not confronting this problem. Persons in key positions have a powerful effect on corporations. Using selected examples, we show how much impact dysfunctional managers have on the whole system and on the employees with whom they relate.

A second aspect of the organization as addict is that scores of nonrecovering addictive and co-dependent employees are inevitably replicating their dysfunctional family system in the workplace. Family systems theory has long recognized that problems not solved at one level always occur elsewhere; this is also true of addicts and co-dependents in corporations. They do what they know best, and that is to operate addictively wherever they are.

A third part of our inquiry takes us into our theory that organizations themselves can and do function as the addictive substance. This process happens throughout the organization—in its mission, its products, its centrality as an organization in employees’ lives, and in the loyalty it expects. This is especially seen in the high-performing companies. Then, we move into a pervasive, not well understood, basically ignored addiction: workaholism. Looking at workaholism is one way of viewing the evidence of the addictive process in organizations. It is important to see the role major institutions in this society have played in denying the meaning and reality of workaholism and in actually promoting it as socially acceptable, all because it appears to be socially productive.

The fourth aspect we probe is how an organization itself functions as an active addict. By this we mean that the organization exhibits processes and behaviors that are common to individual addicts. These behaviors are examined in detail, as are the overall structure of organizations as the context for addictive processes and behaviors. We explore how the structure and function of addictive organizations tend to perpetuate and patch up problems instead of facing and solving them. We also develop a description of the characteristics of addiction in organizations as evidenced in communication, gossip, fear, isolation, dishonesty, suppressed feelings, sabotage, projection, disrespect, confusion, control, denial, forgetfulness, self-centeredness, dualism, grandiosity, and planning as a form of control. We explore these characteristics using examples and cases from a wide range of service, technological, and industrial corporations as well as nonprofit organizations.

Paradoxically, all four of these facets of the organization as addict are distinct elements, yet they are also interrelated aspects of the organization. They can exist separately, yet they frequently support one another, and hence they are usually found interrelated and intertwined.

Section IV deals with the process of recovery in the addictive organization. Obviously the addictive organization cannot be approached with the usual, traditional tools of the change agent or consultant. This chapter highlights specific aspects of recovery for an addictive organization.

The role of the consultant in relation to an addictive organization differs from what that role has been traditionally. We clarify that difference and give attention to problems of traditional consulting practices. We look at instances in which consultants can and do become enmeshed in the addictive system and reconsider the issue of objectivity. This section focuses upon the role of the consultant in a recovering organization and describes some potential new roles for consultants.

Section V explores the implications of the material introduced in the rest of the book. It describes the characteristics of organizations that are moving out of the addictive system. We include here a number of characteristics that are not new to high-performing organizations; the centrality of these characteristics is new, however. These include the mission being supported by structure, self-responsibility, permeable boundaries, multivaried-multidirectional communication, integrated work teams and situational leadership, a sense of morality in the way of working and in product development, congruence in formal and informal goals, and a commitment to a process model of change.

We conclude by posing questions our research and experience suggest. What does all this mean for the way we structure an organization and our society? Are there other questions? We believe that we have discovered some new and exciting options for organizations, which we explore in this section.

We have spent many years consulting with organizations. Our clients, whose experiences are reflected in this book, are multinational corporations, Fortune 500 companies, health care systems, agencies, churches, schools, religious orders, and family businesses. It has taken long hours of observation and dialogue with clients and co-workers to evolve and synthesize our thinking to the point where we have perceived this important “missing piece” about addictions. This information has been extremely helpful and effective in the organizations with whom we consult, and this book will offer valid and necessary tools for understanding organizations. As Prokesch says, quoting an Eastern Airlines vice-president, this corporate rethinking “is a process that can never stop. The ability to adapt to a constantly changing world is not only a requisite for success, but for survival.”

The ideas about the addictive system and its evidence in organizations builds from section to section. We do not pretend that this book provides a quick fix for the problems troubling American organizations today. We recognize the magnitude of those problems. What we do propose, however, is that many of the superb proposals for turning around American business are essentially useless if they are being tried in organizations that share some or all of the characteristics of the addictive organization and do not include this “missing piece.” In this sense, then, it is in the best interests of participants, employees, managers, and consultants to understand more about the addictive process that is rampant in the society, begin the process of recovery, and get on with the important mission of the organization in the marketplace and in the world today.
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The Origins of an Idea





The Origins of an Idea

We believe that we have developed a unique description of a process in group and organizational life. There were four strands in the evolution of these ideas that were important to us: organizational development, paradigm shift concepts, women’s literature, and addictions research and treatment. There are many other areas that could have been probed and that have influenced us, but the ideas from these four consistently emerge in our work with groups. It is not only the importance of each of these areas, it is also the uniqueness of the combination that added to our growing awareness of the importance of addiction in organizations. The “uniqueness” does not exist in any one of these four areas per se, it exists in the combination. For example, we have found that few people knowledgeable about organizational literature are also well read in feminist, new paradigm, and/or addiction literature, and few in the addictions field have also digested writings by women or the literature on organizations, about the new paradigm, and so forth. This combination of ideas applied to organizations appears to be unique.

The idea of the addictive organization has been germinating in us for a number of years. As we said, it developed out of several concurrent forces in our lives. It came into focus, however, when we began looking at the role that addictions play in our personal lives, in our families, and in the lives of our friends. It was not long before we recognized that many of the groups we knew and the organizations with whom we consulted also have characteristics that we recognized as addictive. Observing some of the forces in our lives, we could link these forces to key concepts in contemporary writing that had been very important to us. This exploration slowly contributed to a full-fledged theory of the addictive organization. No new ideas develop in a vacuum. New ideas emerge from our thinking, our growing, our experience, and our surprises. As most of us know, creative ideas and awareness are not really developed, they are discovered. New ideas always somehow relate to new understandings of old perceptions or new slants on familiar material. Frequently, we discover what we have not yet known by moving slightly to the left or the right (or even standing on our head) and viewing the old from a new angle. However, in order to achieve that new angle, multiple strands have to come together to form a new perception. This is what happened to us in the development of the ideas in this book. We want to share how the idea of the addictive organization developed for us by exploring the major areas of scholarship and experience leading to our discovery of what we consider to be a major missing piece in understanding organizations and organizational change. We describe some key concepts in each of these four areas and show how they eventually built to another perception—that of the addictive organization.

ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

When we survey the literature on organizations written in the past three years and balance these writings with our training and experience, a few books and themes stand out as significant.

PARTICIPATION

One dominant theme pervading the field is participation. William Ouchi, in his Theory Z, summarizes the meaning and impact of the Japanese approach to participative management.1 One of the key concepts, of course, is the quality circle. Almost everyone has heard of quality circles, and increasing numbers of American workers have participated in them. They are built on the belief that involved workers are essential to increased productivity. The quality circle is the vehicle for this involvement, as teams of workers sit down together to discuss problems in their area and to develop solutions to suggest to management. At times, workers are even free to implement changes.

A quality circle is a process that engenders active participation, encourages team spirit, distributes responsibility to the workers, and produces a high level of cooperation and “ownership” of the product. Quality circles have been the cornerstone of Japanese worker involvement and have been tried in the United States with varying degrees of success.

Why has such a concept taken hold in the capitalist countries? Certainly corporations are concerned with falling productivity and the need to become more competitive in the world market. In addition, we believe that worker participation is indicative of an overall change in organizations from the highly industrialized model to a technological “flattened” hierarchy style.

We have found Ouchi’s ideas and those of others on worker participation very useful, because the heart of the theory is based upon the belief that people must take responsibility for their own lives, experience the consequences of their actions, and learn from them. When employees are removed from giving input, they cannot deal with the consequences of their actions, and they are, therefore, less able to assume personal responsibility. Also, it is important to recognize that full personal participation results in a totally different kind of knowledge and information from that which is gathered abstractly and objectively by someone else. This kind of information in turn affects the organization differently from the information of nonparticipatory management. Quality circles make available a wider pool of talent and foster a climate in which people learn from one another. We have seen numerous groups spurred on by a few words of affirmation or by the sheer excitement of solving a problem, which suggests that money is not the only incentive important to workers.

We think quality circles and other forms of worker participation result in less segmentalism and more communication between groups in organizations. Such participation also distributes leadership among more people, in turn allowing them to learn the skills of leadership. This “spreading around the wealth” challenges the notion that leadership resides in just one appointed person. It is general knowledge in organization circles that with worker participation there appears to be less sabotage of products and fewer sick days taken, suggesting participation is healthy for both worker and company.

Marshall Sashkin’s article “Participative Management Remains an Ethical Imperative” is characteristic of much of the writing about this topic in that it provides a summary of the forms of participation.2 However, his article is considered controversial because he insists that participation is a moral obligation. Briefly, he sees four possible areas of participation by workers: setting goals, making decisions, solving problems, and planning and carrying out change. These four can be done by the individual alone, employee-management pairs, or a group or team. Sashkin concludes that highly nonparticipatory jobs cause psychological damage and long-term physical harm, whereas participative management, when properly designed and implemented, improves performance and physical and psychological health. Thus, participative management is an ethical imperative if one holds that it is wrong to do physical and psychological harm to others.

Historically, the heightened emphasis on worker participation is a continuum of the debureaucratization of the workplace. Workers are now seen as persons, not objects to be used. They are no longer cogs in the wheel of manufacturing or the nonentities of a large service agency. The concept of worker participation has been widely accepted and now pervades every aspect of our world, from Nicaraguan peasants living in village groups to high-powered think tanks in corporations.

Having come of age in the era of participative management, and having belonged to myriad work groups, T-groups, and self-help groups, we came easily to the notion of worker participation in our consulting practice. What we have found, however, is that in practice, participative management is frequently a rhetoric of management that protects the seat of control and power at the top. Interestingly enough, we have found those groups, like the church, that are supposedly “more moral” are also frequently very deceptive about participative management. For example, there may be a stated belief that the poor need to participate in decisions that affect them, but operationally they are not included in financial planning because they “do not have the skills.” As in feminist groups, we have also seen the need to have no leaders become itself a tyranny. Such experiences with groups who claimed a commitment to full participation yet reneged in subtle and significant ways led us to question whether management views everything, even participation, as a means to satisfy its need for control. We began to appreciate Ouchi’s and Sashkin’s insistence that the key to successful participative management is training for it and effective methods of implementation. We could see that key issues were being raised by participatory management, yet something seemed to be missing with respect to the context in which these issues were raised.

A further question emerged from our experiences with participative management. We began to wonder about the relationship between objectivity and participation. Berman has said that the scientific era has been one of objectivity, in which we have become observers of ourselves rather than active participants in our own experience.3 Was participatory management a reaction against this century-old belief, and was a switch to full participation part of our larger system shift? The answers seemed to elude us, and we determined to keep this question in the forefront as we continued to explore the function of organizations.

Finally, Sashkin’s insistence that participatory management is an ethical imperative challenged us to move beyond the usual criteria: Is this change efficient? Is it effective? We begin to ask, Is this change right? Is it life-enhancing for the individual, the organization, and the society? We soon became aware that if changes are not life-enhancing on all these levels, they are not life-enhancing at all. Such queries opened new avenues to us and the groups with whom we work.

INNOVATION, CHANGE, AND TRANSITION

A second major theme pervading organizational life is innovation, change, and transition. Innovation is defined as something more abrupt than an incremental change; incremental changes involve minimal disruptions, whereas innovation requires major adjustments in structures and functioning. Innovation is the (usually messy) process by which new, creative ideas are fostered, developed, and implemented. Innovation is a response to the constant change in the marketplace that puts pressure on the corporation to create products and adapt products in order to acquire a larger share of the market. In the public sector, innovation is related to staying close to the consumer so that services are relevant to their needs.

Two early books that deal with innovation as a process are Everett Rogers, Diffusion of Innovation, and Gerald Zaltman, and others, Innovations in Organizations4 The first describes innovation as phased change occurring over time. The second deals with the effect of the structure of management on the change process.

A more recent book by Rosabeth Moss Kanter, The Change Masters, describes the kind of context that fosters innovation.5 Kanter observes that 1960-1980 has been a “transforming era”—a time when societal circumstances have changed sufficiently to warrant a major shift of assumptions within the organization. She contrasts the traditional characteristics of the industrial corporation of the 1890s to the 1920s with the emerging characteristics of the 1960s and 1980s.

Kanter’s main response to the new environmental challenge is to propose some keys to innovation. She thinks it is imperative to see problems as wholes related to larger wholes. One of her main proposals is to call for integrative action in place of segmentalism. She sees segmentalism as a tendency to wall off and compartmentalize actions, events, and problems, thus keeping each piece isolated from the others. This process leads to a high level of overspecialization and to limited exchanges among the segments. Kanter feels segmentalism inhibits innovation and limits the motivation to see and solve problems. She believes that as groups isolate, they tend to take on problems that are particular to their areas and that this limits their ability to respond to and focus on problems that are not “theirs.” Furthermore, when people’s activities are confined solely within their job description, it is less likely they will ever dream or go beyond set parameters.

This segmentalist style effectively quashes the entrepreneurial spirit and sets up secretiveness and competition. It is used when a high degree of certainty is valued and the focus is to keep the organization on a steady course. This style also serves to keep at bay the new and the unprecedented. (Interestingly, it perhaps produces more upheaval than does gradual change.)

Kanter develops a scheme by which she thinks the spirit of innovation can be engendered in corporations. We think one of her suggestions is very relevant to our work with organizations. She says that a

 

requirement for empowering people to reach for a future different from the past is respect for the individuals in the organization. For people to trust one another in areas of uncertainty where outcomes are not yet known, they need to respect the competence of others. In segmentalist companies, the system is trusted more than the individual. Indeed the system is often designed to protect against individual actions.6

 

Behind Kanter’s work is an important historical shift that relates to how culture views change. We know that change appears to be accelerating at a tremendous rate, and concomitantly our view of change is also changing. In the past, in the dominant system of the culture, change was not considered “normal.” It was an upheaval or crisis that forced one to do something different. This was followed by a period of stability, shattered by another change
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