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The Organization Workshop 
 
I can see clearly now, the rain is gone, I can see obstacles in my way 
Gone are the dark clouds that had me blind.  It's gonna be a bright, bright sun-shiny day. 

-- JOHNNY NASH 
 

 
etween 7:30 and 8:00 A.M., 50 workshop participants arrived at the conference center 

nestled among pine trees in a rural setting.  In the room were some senior executives, 

middle managers, and frontline workers.  There was a high level of anticipation in the 

room.  Though the participants had been briefed before the workshop, there was a lot of 

animated conversation because the participants didn't quite know what to expect.  The 

California-based H-Tech Company is a 5,000-person high-tech manufacturing organization 

that was seeking to change its organizational culture.  Its target was a culture with more 

entrepreneurism, less blame, more individual responsibility, and greater partnership across 

organizational lines. 

B 

 

At 8:00 sharp, the participants were assigned to one of four groups: Tops, Middles, 

Bottoms, and Customers. 

 

In this exercise, Tops had overall responsibility for the organization, Bottoms were the 

frontline producers or servicers, Middles each had responsibility for a Bottom group, and 

Customers and potential Customers had projects for the organization to work on for money.  

Participants were randomly assigned to positions (except client-organization Tops, who 

were assigned as Bottoms or Customers). 
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The first exercise lasted the entire morning.  Periodically, action halted and members held a 

Time Out of Time (TOOT).  The TOOT's purpose was for people to talk about life in their 

positions--what was going on in their world, their issues, their feelings (a mixture of stress, 

frustration, and anxiety), how they experienced other parts of the system, and what their 

peer relationships were like.  The TOOTs shed light on what was happening in the 

exercise, but more important, the TOOTs began to illuminate issues that participants were 

experiencing in their change efforts at their company.  For this group, as is almost 

universal, this was a turning point personally and organizationally.  People recognized that 

this exercise--which was supposed to be very different from their organization--was in fact 

very much like their organization in the kind of frustration people were experiencing, the 

misunderstandings that were developing, and the issues people at all levels were facing.  

From this point, we began to do high-leverage systemic work. 

 

Though the first organizational exercise was completed before lunch, during lunch 

participants continued to replay the morning's events and their learning.  One participant 

commented on the usefulness of the new framework for highlighting the differing worlds of 

Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and Customers.  She noted how, in her own organization, the 

conditions of Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and Customers seemed even more aggravated as a 

result of heightened competition, globalization, increasing workforce diversity, and rapidly 

changing technology.  These conditions led people to make even worse interpersonal 

choices when trying to partner with others inside and outside the organization. 
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Table 1 shows what the participants experienced in the exercise that matched what they 

were experiencing in organizational life. 

 
Position Condition Description 
Tops Overload Complexity and responsibility; lots of issues, unpredictable issues, issues 

that aren't dealt with elsewhere; responsibility for the whole system 

Middles Crunch Feeling of being pulled between differing and often conflicting demands 

and priorities of Tops and Bottoms; being pulled apart from each other 

Bottoms  Disregard Problems with their condition and with the system; the sense that Tops or 

Middles ought to fix problems but do not 

Customers Neglect Products and services not coming fast enough or with acceptable quality or 

price; inadequate organizational responsiveness 

Table 1. Comparison of Participants' Experience with Exercise and with Organizational Life 

 
 

At 1:00 P.M., everyone was back in the conference room and ready to continue exploring 

the framework for understanding the worlds of Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and Customers.  It 

was time for a different organizational exercise.  In this second exercise all those who were 

Tops, Middles, and Customers became Bottoms.  (The workshop facilitator still kept real-

life Tops from being Tops.) 

 

When the participants learned their new positions, we took a few minutes to explore their 

feelings about them.  As usual in the workshops, ex-Tops who were now Bottoms 

expressed relief; ex-Bottoms who had become Tops were already feeling the stress and 
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tension of responsibility. (It was a moment of humility for some Bottoms who had spent 

energy in the morning criticizing Tops to find themselves in a Top seat.)  Customers 

reported feeling separateness from the organization.  New Middles weren't sure how they 

felt.  Their general sense was that they had no control over what their life would be, that 

their experience would depend on the actions of Tops, Bottoms, and Customers. 

 

Before proceeding with the second exercise, participants were presented with a strategic 

framework that helped them see why organizations--despite good intentions and high 

quality processes--keep falling into the same self-limiting patterns.  And they were 

presented with principles and concrete strategies for creating healthier, more effective 

systems.  Armed with their new "system sight," they began the second exercise, again with 

a TOOT in the middle to examine the issues.  As in many other Organization Workshops, 

the second exercise was a major leap forward in productivity, creativity, and customer and 

member satisfaction.  Less energy was spent on finger pointing, blame, withdrawal, and 

waiting for others to fix things.  The group demonstrated more self-responsibility, more 

understanding and tolerance for others, and more energy focused on the work of the 

system.  Though sometimes the second exercise repeats the difficulties of the first (which 

itself can be a valuable learning experience), this was not the case for H-Tech, whose 

employees' performance improved considerably. 

 

In the afternoon exercise, the participants had another organizational-system revelation: All 

of us in organizational life--regardless of our level, title, or function--are at times 
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Top/Middle/Bottom/Customer.  In some interactions we are Top, in others Bottom, in others 

Middle, and in others Customer. 

 

Participants commented on how interesting it was that no matter what their organizational 

position was (e.g., vice president of manufacturing, sales manager, or junior design 

engineer), how they experienced problems and crafted responses was more a function of 

the condition they were in at that moment (Top, Middle, Bottom, or Customer).  Just two 

weeks before the workshop, Mark, a junior design engineer, was the project manager for a 

small technology project.  On this project Mark didn't feel the oppressed, never-listened-to 

feelings typically associated with being a Bottom.  Instead, he felt overwhelmed by the 

complexity, the amount of work, and his responsibility to make sure it got done--the classic 

feelings of a Top!  Why did the junior design engineer have these feelings?  Because even 

though he was low on the organizational ladder, on this project his condition was that of a 

Top. 

 

We call the previous lack of knowledge about organizational processes and interactions 

system blindness.  It is our intention in the workshop to convert system blindness to system 

sight. 

 

By the end of the day, participants reported various insights into increasingly successful 

partnering--both within the organization and with customers--to achieve the organization's 

overall objectives.  At the day's close, participants left emotionally charged, anxious to 

practice their new learning. 
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Four months later, the CEO reported that the initial Organization Workshop and follow-up 

workshops had a dramatic effect on the ways people interacted, positively affecting their 

performance.  Customer satisfaction went way up, and the company significantly 

decreased new-product development time. 

 

The Basics 
 

The Organization Workshop (OW) is a group learning session in which participants 

experience universal conditions, traps, and dilemmas of organizational life.  By learning 

firsthand about these traps, along with solid theory on avoiding them, participants emerge 

with concepts, methods, and a common language to improve their interaction in any 

organization. 

 

What exactly do we mean by "improving interaction"?  We mean that participants learn to 

form partnerships for higher performance.  The partnership-enhancing experiences and 

learning make it possible for individuals, groups, and entire organizations to operate more 

effectively and efficiently toward their goals.  The workshop focuses on all forms of 

partnerships: higher-level to lower-level partnerships, lateral partnerships spanning 

organizational unites, and supplier-to-customer partnerships. 

 

So how does the Organization Workshop help create conditions for organizations to 

achieve their goals by improving the way people interact?  This is accomplished by helping 
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people open their eyes to organizational processes and interactions about which they were 

previously unaware.  But opening people's eyes is not enough--the Organizational 

Workshop provides people with new choices about how to act with their newfound system 

sight. 

 

One could say that the purpose of the OW is to demonstrate why--despite our good 

intentions, well-trained people, and quality processes--our organization initiatives regularly 

fall short of our expectations.  The reason for this depressing phenomenon is that, although 

we spend much of our lives in organizations and other social systems, we tend not to 

understand the system processes of which we are a part.  The costs of this systems 

blindness are misunderstanding and conflict within and across organizational lines, 

decreased motivation and initiative, the breakdown of promising partnerships, misplaced 

energy, poor customer service, and more. 

 

In the Organization Workshop, participants directly experience the costs of system 

blindness--the costs to them personally and to the organization--and they experience the 

organizational power as well as the personal liberation, creativity, and empowerment that 

come from moving from system blindness to system sight. 
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System Blindness System Sight 
 We lose focus on the organization's overall 

objectives and engage in energy-draining 

peripheral activities that do not directly meet 

strategic objectives 

 We make up stories about other people's actions 

(in our stories we are the hero or the victim, never 

the villain) 

 We evaluate others as malicious, insensitive, 

incompetent 

 We take others' actions personally, as if they are 

acts against us 

 We react--get mad, get even, withdraw 

 That is the end of partnership 

 We stay focused on activities that directly 

support the organization's objectives and 

strategies 

 We have some empathy and understanding 

for others 

 We don’t take their actions personally 

 We don't get "hooked" by their actions 

 We stay focused on what it is we are trying to 

make happen 

 We are strategic 

 We take others' worlds and pressures into 

account 

 We stay in partnership 

Table 2. Comparison of System Blindness and System Sight 

 
Rolling out new principles to an entire organization is a challenge with any organizational-

transformation effort.  If an organization uses OWs as a change platform, the most effective 

transformations occur when everyone experiences an OW.  One strategy has been to develop a 

cadre of skilled in-house facilitators who can then roll out the workshop through the 

organization. Another approach is to have a core group--preferably the most influential formal 

and informal leaders--experience the workshop first.  These people can disseminate the 

principles by conducting discussions with other organization members.  Another strategy 

companies have used is to conduct book discussions on this topic. 
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Organizations have reported a variety of outcomes, including reduced cycle times, improved 

quality, lower costs, and higher customer service levels.  While the Organization Workshop 

does not specifically address any of these improvement areas, it creates conditions for realizing 

improvements by improving system sight. 

 

The Organization Workshop helps organizations move from weak to powerful organizational 

systems--ones in which the organizational systems gets what it needs, and individuals get what 

they need. 
 

Getting Started 
 

If an organization is considering the Organization Workshop as a foundation for a change 

strategy, here are a few things to keep in mind: 

 

• The people who experience the Organization Workshop are the ones who best grasp 

the concepts and practices for higher performance through partnership.  People who 

hear or read about the concepts are less likely to have the new choices and principles 

"hardwired" for the split-second decisions required in today's fast-changing world. 

 

• It's critical that senior management attends.  Sending others to the workshop to "fix 

them" doesn't work; senior management is a part of the system that must be addressed 

to reach higher performance levels. 
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• Don't try to improve one part of the organization at a time.  That is, don't spend six 

months trying to make frontline workers more effective, then move to middle 

management, then senior management, then customer relationships.  For the 

organizational system to work better, all components--Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and 

Customers--need to exercise system sight choices and improve their performance. 

 

The Organization Workshop has been used in 
a wide variety of settings for diverse 
purposes: 
 
Use Some Details 
Act as the vehicle for a large-scale culture 
change 

A high-tech manufacturing organization of more than 5,000 

people began with a cross-level pilot, then introduced a program 

for the president and his direct reports, and then cascaded the 

program through the workforce. 

Create a values-driven organization A CEO used the OW to test and embed new organizational 

values in the face of day-to-day pressures experienced at the 

top, bottom, and middle of the organization. 

Change organizational culture in partnership 
with other change methods 

Aikido and the OW had a powerful combined effect on 700 

managers, who brought the principles to their day-to-day efforts.  

The OW has also been used with Search Conferences and 

Participative Design Workshops to help organizations reach 

higher financial performance, operating performance, and 

intrinsic motivation. 
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Make new teams as effective as possible, as 
quickly as possible 

One manager uses an OW as a shared experience every time he 

starts a project, to create mutual understanding and common 

language and to avoid wasting energy on the usual system 

blindness. 

Help post-Cold War organizations move their 
new agendas forward 

As they shift priorities and directions, these organizations find it 

useful to understand the traps and opportunities associated with 

Top, Middle, Bottom, and Customer conditions. 

Improve cross-functional team effectiveness The workshop has been used to smooth relationships and create 

partnerships within and among cross-functional teams in 

numerous high-tech and service industries. 

Strengthen the role of middle managers in 
culture-change efforts 

In virtually any large-scale change effort--Reengineering, TQM, 

Self-Managed Work Teams--change is most difficult for the 

Middle group.  Organizations find that the workshop helps middle 

managers think and behave in ways that support the new 

direction. 

Develop managers into system leaders In one government agency, the workshop is used to groom 

middle managers into systemic-thinking senior managers. 

Create executive-development programs Numerous companies use the workshop to create a well-

functioning, cohesive, interdependent executive team--not a 

collection of individuals--that performs at the highest level. 

Table 3. Uses of the Organization Workshop 

 
 
 

 

 

www.powerandsystems.com 



 

 

P. 14 

Roles and Responsibilities 
 
The table below describes the key roles and responsibilities before, during, and after the 

Organization Workshop: 

 
 Pre-Workshop Workshop Post-Workshop 
Sponsor Authorize time and budget for 

the OW 

Actively participate Support and live the 

language and concepts 

learned 

Designer/ 
Facilitator 

Develop workshop-agenda 

customizations to fit the 

organization's needs; 

conduct a pre-OW briefing 

session 

Conduct the workshop, keep 

time, provide information on 

theory and actions facilitate 

debriefing sessions (TOOTs) 

 

Not always necessary; 

depends upon 

organization's needs 

Participants Attend pre-OW briefing 

session on workshop 

purposes and methods 

Actively participate Support and live the 

language and concepts 

learned 

Table 4.  Roles and Responsibilities 
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Impact on Power and Authority 
When viewed from an organizational-chart perspective (the traditional lines-and-boxes 

relationships), it's possible to say there is no shift in power and authority.  The lines and 

boxes on the organization chart haven't changed.  However, when viewed from the 

perspective of how people chose to interact in an organizational setting, the shift in power 

and authority can be impressive.  Generally, we see the shifts identified in Table 5. 

 
For . . . The general trend is to . . Examples 

Tops Create more responsibility throughout 

the system than before 
• Involve others in big decisions such as setting 

strategic direction and funding large capital projects 

• Invest in training for people to perform tasks 

previously done by senior management 

Middles Maintain independence of thought and 

action 
• Coach Bottoms seeking to influence Tops 

• Filter or screen ideas Tops want to implement that 

affect Bottoms 

 

Bottoms Accept responsibility for their condition 

and the condition of the entire system 
• Propose plans for bettering the entire organization, 

instead of those that might better their department 

or career 

• Constantly think of how consequences of their 

actions affect the organization's big picture 

Customers Get more involved in the delivery of 

goods and services 
• Help design the goods/ services delivery process 

• Enter the process early as a partner, instead of late 

as a judge 

Table 5.  Shifts in Power and Authority 
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Individuals become aware of, and practice, these new behaviors in the OW.  They bring 

them to their everyday life as conscious choices.  While the official organizational structure 

may not change, the behaviors (and subsequent performance) most often improve 

dramatically. 

 

Perhaps more dramatic then mere shifts in power and authority are the fundamental shifts 

in the nature of participants' being.  It's easy to deal with the concepts and principles glibly: 

"Oh yes, I see.  There's system blindness and there's system sight.  I could go this way or 

that way."  Yet it's not as simple as that, which is why we use experiential exercises where 

we face these choices in action: "In theory, I'm not a Top who loves responsibility, but in the 

world of action, when a crisis hits--Whooosh!!--there I go into blind reflex."  "In theory, I'm 

not one of those whining, complaining Bottoms, and then they (Tops or Middles) do 

something outrageous and--Whooosh!!--there I am, the oppressed Bottom." 

 

We work with people to be clear about the attraction of system blindness: "It's easy; it takes 

no thought; my friends do it; the causes of my problems always lie outside of myself in 

other people or circumstance; I'm the hero of all the stories I make up" and so forth.  "Why 

would I want to give all of that up?"  We address this fundamental question as our 

workshop day ends. 

 

What is it that we need to give up, let go of, to consistently use system sight as Tops, 

Middles, Bottoms, and Customers?  This question lies at the core of our change efforts! 
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We need to scrutinize the control issues that we experience as Tops, the dependency and 

blame we need to let go of as Bottoms, the over responsiveness (dancing to every tune 

that's called, when it's called) that we need to give up to find our independent voices in the 

Middle, and the distance and feeling of entitlement we need to let go of as Customers.  

What's the payoff of these behaviors for us, and is it worth it?  It can be insightful--and also 

disconcerting for some--to view the workshop as the end of innocence.  Once you've been 

through it, the option of blindness no longer exists.  You are left with awareness and 

choice. 
 

Conditions for Success 
 

We've talked about when you should use the workshop, but when shouldn't you use it?  

When 

 

• The Tops aren't present.  If the workshop is a systems-change intervention, it makes 

no sense to do unless the Tops participate.  To do otherwise is to reinforce Bottom-

ness: "It's just something they are doing to us again, as if we're the problem"; 

• participants have not been adequately informed in advance of the workshop 

purposes and methods; 

• The workshop purposes are not clearly connected to a current system agenda. 
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Theoretical Basis 

Barry Oshry, creator of the OW, describes its theoretical roots: 

 

 In 1960, while at NTL Institute, I discovered the power of experiential learning: if you 

want to learn about groups, create a group and study its processes.  Phase I began as I 

extended this concept to the study of organizations.  At Boston University's School of 

Management, where I was teaching, my graduate assistants and I created organization 

exercises for 240 undergraduates in a Human Relations and Organizational Behavior 

course.  In parallel, several colleagues and I began experimenting with organization 

exercises as part of NTL's Management Work Conference. 

 I entered Phase II as I noticed regularities in the ways Tops, Middles, and Bottoms 

experienced themselves and one another, even though people were randomly assigned 

to positions during the exercises.  My early writing was descriptive--pictures of the 

unique stresses and predictable interaction difficulties of Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and 

Customers.  This still left the questions, So what?  What are the action implications of 

this? 

 Phase III came with the discovery of mutants, rare yet highly effective actions taken by 

Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and Customers.  These mutants helped clarify what else is 

possible.  

 Evolving over 30 years, these three elements have formed the essence of my work: 

experiential designs that make learning visceral; descriptive clarity, an awareness of 

how organizations usually function; and the alternative choices we have for creating 

more powerful human systems. 
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The key principles guiding the workshop are 
as follows: 
 
Principle Expanded Description 
Often what we think is personal really isn't. When we don't understand other people's "worlds" and the issues they are 

struggling with, we take their actions personally, as if they are acts against 

us. 

 

Often what we think is situational really isn't. Usually when people assert, "It's just the way this organization is," they 

are playing out their scripts as Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and Customers 

and becoming uncomfortable because those scripts aren't getting them 

what they really want or what the organization really needs. 

 

All organizational systems have common 

characteristics, predict-able conditions, predictable 

traps, and high-leverage opportunities to avoid traps. 

Predictable conditions in each organizational space have associated 

traps.  There are ways out of these traps, and participants practice them in 

the workshop.  These traps may not always be present, but they happen 

with such regularity that we should not be surprised when we see them, 

even among friends and colleagues. 

 

For the organizational system to perform better, all 

the parts must perform better. 

For conditions to get better for the whole organization, 

• Tops must distribute responsibility, and 

• Middles must remain independent in thought and action, and 

• Bottoms must take responsibility for their condition and the condition 

of the entire system, and 

• Customers must become more actively involved in the delivery 

process. 
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If only one or two of the above happen, the system's performance will not 

substantially improve. 

 

Reengineering, TQM, and other popular involvement 

initiatives will fail unless they look at the processes 

of systems and the roles people do play and could 

play in those processes. 

 

During the last 30 years of various improvement programs, common 

conditions and predictable responses continue to be major improvement 

barriers.  This holds true across all improvement efforts unless system 

sight is specifically addressed.  Successful reengineering and TQM efforts 

have explicitly or implicitly addressed system sight. 

 

Experience is the best teacher. That's why teaching occurs through exercises in the workshop. 

Table 6.  Organization Workshop Principles 
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Sustaining the Results 
 
A series of Organization Workshops can have a powerful effect on an organization's 

culture.  One definition of culture is the core beliefs and assumptions that people use to 

guide their choices.  By choosing beliefs and assumptions that embrace system sight, 

individuals make a fundamental shift in the very nature of their being.  They think differently 

about organizational interactions and consequently behave differently. 

 

An important sustaining aspect of the workshop is the new language it gives people.  If we 

accept the proposition that we use language to create our own reality, it follows that one of 

the highest-leverage actions available is the act of giving someone a new language.  This 

impacts how people talk to each other and, more important, how they talk to themselves.  

It's not uncommon for the simple yet powerful workshop language to remain with people for 

years.  Walking down the hall years after a workshop, it's not uncommon to hear "You're 

being a typical Middle--get out of that situation and let the two parties sort it out" or "You're 

certainly being a whining Bottom today.  Why don't you do something about that problem 

that makes it better for you and the organization?" 
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Some Final Comments 
 

How Does This Method Relate to Change? 
 

A notable distinction of the Organization Workshop is that it puts participants into an 

exercise outside their daily work life.  While this method doesn't deal with changing 

organizational structures, planning processes, or other specific organizational issues, its 

power lies in another, perhaps more subtle but equally powerful realm.  This method 

changes how people think and interact.  This perspective has tremendous potential for 

significant, sustainable change.  After a workshop, managers no longer try to manage 

people and events; rather, they attempt to manage conditions. 

 

What Are Some Common Misunderstandings About This Method? 
 

One misunderstanding is that the workshop--with its model of Tops, Middles, Bottoms, and 

Customers--reinforces hierarchy rather than diminishes it.  The workshop focuses on 

relationship patterns that exist in all organizations and are likely to exist in all future 

organizations, whether flat and participative or hierarchical and bureaucratic.  Bureaucratic 

hierarchy is reinforced when we are blind to these patterns and is diminished when we 

recognize and manage them. 
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Another misunderstanding is that the workshop exercises are role-playing sessions in 

which people are instructed how to act in Top/Middle/Bottom/Customer positions, thus 

learning how to behave better in their jobs.  The exercises are not role-play sessions; there 

are no parts that people are instructed to play.  People simply deal with the conditions in 

which they find themselves.  The exercises are constructed so that whoever enters a 

particular position will experience the conditions of that position in all organizations: Tops 

experience overload, Bottoms experience disregard, Middles crunch, and Customers 

neglect.  Participants don't need to be instructed to behave in a certain way when faced 

with typical Top, Middle, Bottom, and Customer conditions--they do so by reflex.  

Instructing people to role-play would be counterproductive to their self-discovery process 

about what works and what doesn't work. 

 

Another common misunderstanding is that the workshop is a simulation.  It's not.  We use 

the word exercise to make the point that we are not simulating our client's organization, that 

we use the same exercise with health-care systems, religious institutions, manufacturing 

and service organizations, government agencies, high-tech firms, schools and colleges.  

And it's the same exercise we've used (sometimes in translation) in Central America, 

Australia, Germany, the United Kingdom, South Africa, Hong Kong, Singapore, and other 

locations around the world.  To make the systemic point, it is critical that we do not attempt 

to tailor the exercise to fit any particular client system.  The message is "It's not your 

system; it's systems." 
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Other misunderstandings stem from using the term Bottoms.  It is often culture-change 

champions who recoil at the term, who don't want to tag their workers "Bottoms" (they 

prefer "associates," "partners," "team members").  There are three points: 

 

1. The term is not limited to frontline workers; throughout the program and in the 

workplace, we use it to refer to the "bottomness" we all experience at various times at 

all levels and in all positions. 

 

2. In our experience, frontline workers have little trouble with the term Bottom; it tends to 

fit much of their experience. 

 

3. We are not advocating calling frontline people "Bottoms" in the workplace. 

 

One- to three-day workshop variations are offered that can include exercises on system 

leadership, peer relationships among organizational levels, system sight as it relates to 

diversity issues, and special topics of interest to the participants and the organization. 
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RESOURCES 
 

Where to Go for  
More Information 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
 
Since our focus has been to give you an introduction to the Organization Workshop, we 

want you to visit our web site for more information at www.powerandsystems.com .  Here 

you can find articles, books, videos and other resources that can help you develop a more 

in-depth understanding.  In addition, we have recommended a work that has influenced us. 

 

Power & Systems 
P.O. Box 990288, Prudential Station 

Boston, MA  02199-0288 

(617) 437-1640 or (800) 241-0598   (617) 437-6713 (fax) 

e. info@powerandsystems.com    w. www.powerandsystems.com   

 

Our Workshops and Programs: 

• The Organization Workshop: one-, two-, and three-day public and in-house sessions 
• The Organization Workshop Train the Trainer Program: A 3-1/2 intensive workshop 

to prepare participants to plan and conduct the Organization Workshop 
• Power Lab: The six-day intensive program that has provided much of the systemic 

theory 
• Merging Cultures: A one-day workshop that addresses the pitfalls and payoffs when 

different organizational cultures meet. 
 

 

 

www.powerandsystems.com 

http://www.powerandsystems.com/
mailto:info@powerandsystems.com
http://www.powerandsystems.com/
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The Organization Workshop References 
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Questions for Thinking Aloud 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
 
To gain additional value from this booklet, considering discussing it with others.  Here are 

some questions you might find useful as you explore the Organization Workshop and its 

application to your situation. 

 

1. Think of your personal experiences in organizations (a community, corporation, 

church group, trade association, or any group of people with a formal set of 

structured relationships).  When you've been a Top, Middle, Bottom, or Customer, 

have you felt the strong gravitational pull of the conditions associated with those 

positions?  (See Table 1 for a list.)  Give some examples of your experiences.  Have 

you ever found yourself doing the commonly encountered, counterproductive reflex 

actions associated with those conditions?  Tell some stories about this. 

2. It's been said that many of the Organization Workshop principles are just an 

"advanced form of common sense" and "a blinding flash of the obvious."  Why does 

applying them seem so rare? 

3. What do you see as the advantages to addressing organizational problems from the 

perspective of an individual's position in the system--that is, Top, Middle, Bottom, or 

Customer--rather than as flaws of an individual's personality? 
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4. System Blindness (Table 2) is a naturally occurring condition in most organizations.  

What do you think are the costs of System Blindness to your organization in terms of  

• Organizational productivity? 

• Personal relationships? 

• Your ability to influence others in the organization when you really need to? 

• Personal health? 

• Effective partnerships within the organization and outside the organization? 

5. In the Organization Workshop participants learn to form partnerships for higher 

performance, replacing the more common dominator-dominated approach.  What do 

you see as the benefits of a partnership approach?  Discuss ways that a partnership 

approach may--or may not--help an organization achieve its goals. 

6. The Organization Workshop gives people new language to discuss situations, 

problems, and solutions.  When seeking organizational improvement, why is this such 

a high-leverage action?  That is, why will a little effort make a big difference? 

7. In any major transformation middle managers are often cited as either the key 

blockers to change (in the worst-case scenario) or the key enablers of change (when 

they're on board and genuinely support the change).  Based on what you now know 

about he natural conditions and reflex actions of Middles, why do you suppose this is 

so?  What impact would Middles who do possess Systems Sight have on a large-

scale change effort? 
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8. Research has shown that the principles in this method can improve the working 

relations of any organization--be it a bureaucratic hierarchy or an empowered 

organization of self-managing teams.  Why do you suppose these principles seem to 

have such a broad applicability across such a wide range of leadership styles and 

organizational structures?  How might they specifically help your organization with its 

given leadership style and organizational structure? 

9. How might the Organization Workshop principles be used to help redistribute 

decision-making authority within an organization?  As a reminder, the key principles 

are 

• Often what we think is personal really isn't. 

• Often what we think is situational really isn't. 

• All organizational systems have common characteristics, predictable conditions, 

predictable traps, and high-leverage opportunities to avoid the traps. 

• For the organizational system to perform better, all the parts must perform 

better. 

• Reengineering, TQM, and other popular improvement initiatives will fail unless 

they look at the processes of systems, and the roles people do play and could 

play in those processes. 

• Experience is the best teacher. 

10. If you determine that an Organization Workshop is appropriate for your organizational 

objectives and organizational culture, what might be the next steps for you to take to 

make it happen? 
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Praise for the Organization Workshop… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“I would strongly recommend Power + Systems Organization 
Workshop.  It provides an insight into human organizational 
behavior that can be found no where else.” 
Richard Phillips 
Leadership Development, Federal Agency 
 
 
 
“We have immersed over 3,000 Boeing leaders in your incredible 
Organization Workshop.” 
Jan M. Wilmott 
Former Director, Curriculum & Programs, Boeing Leadership Center 
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