Positive Organizational Design:  From Who’s Perspective? 
Julie Rennecker
Untapped potential, ennui, low morale, workers who cannot afford health insurance, multiple flavors of corruption, workplace violence…the list of reasons for taking a new approach to the design and management of organizations is substantial.  Appreciative inquiry and the research supporting it (Fredrickson, 2003, 2004) reminds us, however, that eliminating problems is not the practical or spiritual equivalent of creating a positive organization.  Rather, only by building upon existing strengths does one—or an organization—stand a chance of re-igniting the joy of creation and accomplishment that too often lies fallow if not completely destroyed by currently commonplace organizational designs, policies, and practices.  
While I find the idea of “positive organizing” encouraging and compelling, however, I also found upon reflection that I had more questions about the meaning, the process, and the implications of “positive organizing” than I had solid ideas of how to go about it.  This essay poses and expounds upon some of these questions with the intention of contributing to a conversation through which answers might be explored. 

For starters, what is it that must be designed?  A structural-functionalist perspective would emphasize the systems:  If systems are in place to assure equitable treatment of workers, efficient production for management, and returns to stakeholders, among others, then shouldn’t one be reasonably assured that a “positive” organization will result?  A died-in-the-wool interpretivist, however, would suggest that the same structure could—and would!—be interpreted differently by different individuals and subgroups, depending upon one’s role, relationships with others, and prior experiences.  So, to reconcile the structural and interpretive views, would it be necessary (and possible) for multiple groups—service workers, engineers, marketers, managers, executives, and customers—to reach consensus on what constitutes a “positive” design of organizational systems?  Or could a positive organizational design incorporate sufficient flexibility—interpretive and/or practical—to accommodate the fragmentation of values, interests, and concerns that characterize contemporary organizations (Martin, 1992)? 
Alternatively, might it be possible (and necessary) to “design” the interpretation?  By this, I don’t mean to dupe people into believing that something that is bad for them is good, but rather to engender and nurture a commitment to a transcendent “good,” enabling everyone to take pride in the achievement of a collective aim despite the fact that at any particular moment, the actions required of an individual worker might be difficult or inconvenient and the rewards and recognition not evenly distributed.  This was often the philosophy behind the “management of culture” fad that prevailed in the mid-to-late 1980’s (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Peters & Waterman, 1982; Schein, 1985).  Subsequent studies, however, showed that despite impressive efforts, cultural homogeneity was rarely achieved (Kunda, 1992; Martin, 1992).  Even in organizations reporting “success,” different groups within the organization with different places in the hierarchy and different relationships with the organization’s products or services had different perspectives on organizational policies, procedures, and practices.  What seemed entirely rational, fair, and forward-thinking from the managers’ perspective often appeared ridiculous and self-serving from a workers’ view.  Similarly, managers often perceived workers’ ideas as devoid of “big picture” awareness. 
In cases where “cultural engineering” seemed to be most successful
, such as Harley-Davidson and Patagonia—two very different organizations, there seems to be a basic respect and caring that underpins all decisions and interactions.  Workers seem to be proud of what they do, to have ongoing open conversations with their formal superiors for identifying and resolving problems as they occur, and managers appreciate the workers’ input.  Organizational members are aware that their actions impact others and have a genuine concern, at least most of the time, that that impact be positive or that the affected organizational members—not just “knowledge workers,” but also suppliers, support staff, custodial staff, and contract workers—are at least respectfully informed of imminent events.

So if the common ingredient of positive organizations is “caring” and/or “respect,” what does this imply for “design”?  Barbara Fredrickson and colleagues (2003; Fredrickson et al, 2003; Tugade and Fredrickson, 2004) have demonstrated the benefits of positive emotions for individuals.  Their published work to date, however, has focused primarily on understanding the implications of positive emotions, so they have sampled individuals who have been able to access and generate positive emotions in spite of unpleasant circumstances.  From these studies, it isn’t clear how managers might best design organizations to evoke positive emotions.  Among ourselves, we can probably quickly identify a few “don’ts,” but identifying the “do’s” that work across levels of organizations and subgroups within levels may be trickier.  

Arlie Hoshchild’s book, The Managed Heart (1983), exploring the negative impact on individuals required by their jobs to display empathy and caring offers clear evidence that emotions cannot be mandated or legislated.  Well, they can, but the results are not pretty, and certainly not consistent with the philosophy and vision with which this conference is being convened.  She focused primarily on the socialization, practice, and experience of flight attendants but included anecdotes about nurses and attorneys as well.  Her reports include stories of flight attendants engaging in passive-aggressive responses to abusive passengers, such as spilling hot coffee on them while maintaining the required outward presentation of concern and service.  Others were fired or took leaves-of-absence after “losing it,” unable to maintain the façade.  Still others reported being so disconnected from their authentic emotions, they could no longer discern them.  The mandated presentation themselves became their only “face,” though they acknowledged it wasn’t real.  So how might we design organizations that result in the members experiencing authentic positive emotions without attempting to legislate “happiness”?  
Finally, some of the stories in Hochschild’s book about the abusive behaviors and situations encountered by the flight attendants begs the question, how do “positive organizations” deal with “evil”?  I’m inspired to phrase my question this way by a recent presentation by Deborah Dougherty in which she addressed intentional acts of sabotage, prejudice, and intellectual property theft among academics—corruption isn’t limited to the likes of Enron or WorldCom!  Would we anticipate that “evil,” in its various forms, would dissipate in the presence of positive organizing?  Studies of collaborative behavior in behavioral economics using the prisoner’s dilemma framework (Axelrod, 1984) has repeatedly demonstrated a tendency of some portion of the population to “defect,” or to act in his or her own best interest rather than the best interest of the other or the collective, particularly under conditions of anonymity or single-round transactions.  While the being known to one another and fostering of relationships that are inherent in any sustained organization may provide some protection against destructive behaviors, might “positive” organizations also need to consider the possibility that corruption, abuses of power, and the like might nonetheless occur and to plan accordingly?  Is such “deterrence” compatible with the notion of “positive organization” that brought each of us here? 
In asking so many questions, it is probably only fair to offer up my own conception of a “positive organization” for others’ scrutiny.  I see a positive organization as one that enables its employees to do work they can be proud of, to feel respected while performing that work, and to produce a product or service that some members of society find useful and that nearly all believe to be ethical.  More abstractly, my notion of a positive organization is not one with just a good reputation or one whose workers feel good or one that does good works apart from its day-to-day operations.  While laudable attributes, I see a positive organization as one which exemplifies integrity, respect, and a constructive contributions to society from the acquisition of its inputs through the production, delivery, and servicing or monitoring of its products and services.  In fact, when enacted as a language or political veneer over disrespectful, disingenuous practices, I expect that a “positive” façade does more harm than good, by obscuring the real issues from scrutiny.
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� Or at least to my knowledge no “backstage” exposes have been written contradicting the projections of success.





