Metalog: “What is an organisation?”
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Mum, what is an organisation?

: There is no such thing.

What? You keep mentioning that word all the time!

: Yes, when I talk about different organisations. You see,

every organisation is different.
OK, but they must have something in common for you to
call them by the same name.

: Well, I guess you have a point there. Let’s rephrase the

question. Let us ask: “How can we describe an organisa-
tion?”

D: Alright ... And now you will probably tell me that the
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answer depends on whom we ask!

: Correct. If we ask an IT person, she might say that an

organisation consists of people who are connected by a
company intranet and are working with the same IT tools.
If we ask a lawyer, she would say it is a legal entity. If we
ask a sociologist or an anthropologist, she might say that it
consists of a group of people who have designed a number
of rituals and rules for working together.

D: They all mention people. So can we say an organisation
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consists of people?

: Yes, most people who think about organisations agree on

the fact that people are a key component. But it’s not just
the physical presence of the people, but mainly their inter-
actions that make up organisations.

What do you mean by “interactions”?

- Interactions can be anything from a personal verbal

conversation, an action, a written communication, a non-
verbal sign, a picture, a mail, a text, a blog, etc. Some say
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«communications” instead of interactions, meaning more
or less the same thing, but we like to focus on the deeq
rather than the word, and therefore we prefer the worq

“interaction”.
And who is “we”?

. Solution-focused practitioners.

OMG, what are “solution-focused practitioners™?

. Can we leave that for another discussion?

If you insist .. . So what else can you tell me about organ-
isations?

-Me and my colleagues would say, for example, that the

most useful metaphor for an organisation is to regard it as
sets of self-organising conversations.
Aha. And what do others say?

. Others compare them to machines, organisms, brains,

cultures, power systems, and so on.
So what do you think is right?

. That’s not possible to say. It only matters what is more

useful.

. So what is this conversation-metaphor useful for?

- For making change in organisations more likely.
. But doesn’t it leave out a lot? Because I mean there are

companies that refine oil and so I guess all their pipelines
and machinery are very important. Or hospitals where
doctors operate on patients. I mean, they need to do more
than just talk to one another, don’t they?

: Yes, sure. But the primary tool for effecting anything in an

organisation is conversation. If you want coordinated
action you need to get people to talk to one another, and
the better the conversations, the better the results.

: So we can safely ignore all the other things.
: Not quite. As consultants we must make sure that these

“other things” can enter the conversation any time and
preferably in the right way.

D: That must be hard. You don’t know anything about opera-

tions or pipelines . . .

: No, but my customers do, and I need to know enough to

help them talk about them in a useful way.
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D: Hm. I have heard people complain a lot that things are not
organised so well in their work place. Why don’t they do
something about it?

M: They could, if they all got their act together. You always
complain about school. Why don’t you do something about
that?

D: But I am just a student! There are the teachers, and then the
director, and then the school board, and then the ministry
of education . .. what can we do against them?

M: That’s what employees say also. They underestimate the
power of vision and of concerted and coordinated action.
They focus on the complicated rules that people in the
organisation have made up. Things like hierarchy,
structure, functions, processes, decision-making, etc. etc.
We don’t like to focus too much on that.

D: Why not?

M: Because talking and thinking about them only strengthens
them. Usually we have been called into an organisation to
loosen them and effect some change. And since these
complicated sets of rules have been made up by the people
themselves in the first place, they can usually also change
most of them, even if it is laborious and might take some
time. But they tend to forget that and just submit to them.

D: And you want to remind them?

M: Sure, since that’s a way of helping people change their way
of working together, and that can only benefit all of us, if
we have better hospitals or oil refineries.

D: So how do you do that: “change things”?

M: Well, I personally don’t change anything in the organisa-
tions. My customers do that. I see myself more like an
enzyme that facilitates that change.

D: How do you do that?

M: Well, little changes happen all the time. So I try to help my
customers spot the useful changes and build on them.

D: And what if they can’t find anything?

M: Usually they find something if I help them to observe
differently, with more attention to what is going well
rather than what is a problem.
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But you analyse the problems?
We do not need to analyse a problem to come to a solution,

That makes sense. :
It really surprises me you saying that! Mostly people say

that it’s counterintuitive. .
I don’t think so. It’s just like the other day when we were

really stuck with our biology project, ready to fall out with
each other. Then I asked: “Let’s imagine we had.to start from
scratch. How would we do it?” After we had discussed that

we knew how to carry on, and no more bitching about it

: Hey, that is “natural solution-focus” for you!
- Is it? Cool. And what do other kinds of people think about

organisations?

- The more technically-minded ones like to study what

successful organisations do. From that they devise best-
practice models and tell their customers what they think

they should do.

: T don’t think I would like that.
- Well, it can have some merits, for example if an organisa-

tions is new at something. Then it can be useful to learn the
basics from someone else who is good at it. But I believe
that every organisation needs to always think for itself and
be ready to adapt to its own special situation.

I guess so. And what else?

: Systemic people like to study generalised theories about

how organisations work and learn from that. They sound
far more theoretical than we do. But generally they also
work along with the organisations towards their goals, like
we do, except in a slightly more complicated way.

: And what do you think about that?
:1 find that studying, say, sociological observations or

theories about how organisations function exercises a
mental muscle. That can be very useful practice, as long as
you don’t mistake these observations for reality. They are
the map, not the territory. In fact, they are even further
removed: a map for reading the map, more like. But it
trains your perception and awareness of organisations, and
makes you more responsive as a consultant.
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