Fall talk





	Culture and Multi-media


An exploration of the present and the future for organisations, and individuals





Introduction


Understanding Culture is an important issue in my professional life. It is probably because I feel like a boundary person, in the no-man's land between two countries, and cultures. I remember trying to cross a border between Greece and Turkey, arriving on foot, late one night. My tourist map showed a thin purple line between the two countries, I planned to walk across and find a place to sleep in the next town. But the thin purple line drawn on the map was, in reality, 2 kilometres between the two borders, with nothing and no one on the road, dark, silent, empty, depersonalised. In the current reality of my work, the journey between cultures is a complex experience, less physical but equally challenging as an intellectual journey. 





I realise that in the different roles in my working life, I stand on the boundary, attempting to work, between two worlds 


 E.g. 


I worked for a government agency, where my job was to allocate funds to local community groups. Neither my employer nor the small local groups understood the language or procedures of the other. My role become one of  the translator, mediator, and guide for both, crossing into each other's world


I worked in schools as  'remedial' teacher, with young children that could neither read nor write, who were isolated and often ridiculed by their peer group. Again, I stood on the border between, offering help to both to understand the other. My work with the individual child was to build some confidence to counteract their shame, and with the large group in the class room, to make enough space to see their 'sibling' as a person rather than a victim who deserved  to be abused and bullied  


As an Organisation Consultant, I am a conduit between multiple groups inside an organisation. You might imagine fewer boundaries there, and more homogeneity. But of course, inside any Organisation, the variety of cultures, style, behaviour, values, and language often divides people and groups. 





It is from this role, as an organisational consultant, that I wish to explore culture, culture change, and the environment we live and work in (multi-media)





Culture


So what is culture? 


"The way we do things round here" is a populist way of understanding the relation between people and space or Behaviour in relation to locale. It includes ritual, process, status, the trappings of power, and the value system both overt and covert that influence the people and their interactions. 


Having spent many hours with Social Anthropologist I realise that what I do is Industrial Anthropology. I watch, record; try to make sense and feedback to the organisation a theme about what is going on between people and their work environment Many organisations do 'culture 'audits to give them a sense of what is going on round here. And those audits come in many shapes and sizes, Total Equality; Balanced scorecards; Investing in People; Leadership; employee attitudes surveys; 360% feedback. Sometime these are done by external firms, which are employed to give an objective picture, sometimes internally to be able to dig below the surface. But those of you with an Anthropology background will know that the watching, recording, and making observations is in itself an intervention into that society, system that already begins to alter it. 


Systems Theory


So let me outline the framework I use to understand an organisation, which will give us a shared language to think about the effects of mm on culture.


This thinking comes from the early 50s when Industrial psychologists were asked to look at processes within industry in order to improve effectiveness. Trist studied the Long- wall mining process and Bamforth and the process and structures of the mining teams were altered. The effect was not productive, as the changes had effected too many interlocking systems. They describe a link between social and technical systems that I translate thus.


Imagine any group big or little. It is here for a specific reason, to do something that defines it. E.g. make widgets, win an election, manage a museum, and sing the messiah, whatever. That system is there for that purpose to deliver that output. How I picture it is the system exist within an environment and that is part of the input process and the way it works to produce its thing. Other inputs are people, time, money, ideas, vision statements, legislative constraints, world events, and technology.


So inputs are fed into this system, interactions happen, people build, change, alter, and add value, reconfigure, and churn out a new, product, work of art, service.


 The system is called an Open system; it cannot tautologically, produce anything, or take in anything. And in my experience systems that don’t change die. In fact I cant think of a closed system, not central heating, nor a piece of sculpture, an astronauts suit. Maybe the wounded soldier in Catch 22, but then he was part of another system, a ward, a field hospital, a war zone, a world event and then a novel


So what does that mean for organisations and the concept of culture change?


An Environmental Story


Let me describe the landscape I work in. Think of a single large Organisation that has clear boundaries, an easily recognised identity, a role that was clear and valued as a public service organisation. Then the terrain changed. This large bureaucracy was totally transformed. Over the last years, the company has developed a new identity in a technology world, of rapidly changing boundaries. It has moved from UK based service, to a multi-national, multi- technology company. It changed from employing 300.000 to 100.000 people; it has made the shift from slow, detailed, thorough, long-term provision, to a market driven competitive, entrepreneurial company.





This sounds like an amazing success story, and it is. What I wish us to explore are some of the underlying dynamics that exist because of that transformation. It is an enormous change from being a company of over a 1/4-mill people, mostly in the UK to 100.000 in 22 European countries, strong presence in North America, the African continent, and the Asia -Pacific rim. There are now fewer people spread more thinly across the world, partly as a response to technology needing fewer people. 





There is an explicit conscious intent is to find new ways of becoming more efficient, at less cost, for greater profit. There are a proliferation of ideas, fashions, and theories, which are seductive as a way of striving for excellence. The Business schools, constancy firms and management theorists are earning a good living through product differentiation. And the products on sale are in response to Organisations seeking external interventions to make that essential improvement in their company that will help their survival. There is a sense that the next idea or paradigm will be The One to make that essential difference. Organisations try different remedies, sometimes sequentially, sometimes in parallel. 





Each one is designed with care and good intention. Each one has the hope, an ideal, embedded within it, to cure or improve a systemic malfunction. In addition, as expected, each intervention does generate changes. The organisation slowly ratchets its way up the step incline that looks like a stock market price index or a mountain. If we explore the mountain metaphor, then the mountaineering skills of the leaders have to encourage and haul up the people below them. An added difficulty, especially in a multi-national organisation is the complexity of many systems and sub-systems, each one with its own specific issues and each one holding a part of the same virtual identity of THE Company.





I can now add another layer of complexity as the Organisation grapples with the enormity of the world Markets, the cost of products, and the advances in technology, the company feels it has to reconfigure its structures, boundaries and processes. As if in some narcissistic sense, there could be a perfect answer. This resonates with the Western world's fascination with a health & fitness culture. My organisation had to address its size and ability to react with speed to the market. There was an expressed wish to change from being ponderous and slow to respond to market needs. People use the image of a super tanker that needs hours to change course, when the new commercial environment needed speed and innovation. This vision became a conscious decision to 'downsize' in order to become thinner and faster. So restructuring started, units were amalgamated, and people's jobs (and the people themselves) become,' surplus to requirements'. A variety of different strategies (from inside the organisations, and from external consultants) were deployed in the attempt to change shape and size.





In this ongoing attempt, I hear a resonance, to 'organisational anorexia'. 


This is my metaphor for a set of conscious interventions that in isolation, are healthy response to improving an image in the eyes of the world markets. But compulsively repeated, begin to look like an unconscious, unacknowledged set of destructive actions. There is 


Constant Re-structuring, and people have to re-learn who they are in the context of shifting the boundaries. Senior managers, hoping for a better fit of task and resources, shave off, bits of the organisation and In so doing they lose people, skills, and crucial intellectual property. 





It begins to feel like each new attempt is a strict diet, a regimen of limiting intake of food, that acts like a purgative, flushing out unvalued parts of the old system. So the organisation certainly becomes slimmer, there are fewer people covering more functions. I am notice that each person is functioning well past an optimum performance level People talk to me about the extended stress they experience which eventually becomes dysfunctional. Now I have this image of a wasted body, surviving on adrenaline, As each remedy is used, more tissue and muscle is starved. I am concerned that at some point the vital message cannot be send along a neural pathway, or the muscle expected to re-act is unusable, or has withered away, from lack of nutrition.  





However to my ongoing surprise, Organisations continue to survive, in spite of my concern of using drastic remedies. I have to question whether my interpretation is wrong, and based on a set of values (an image of healthy functioning) that is inappropriate in a commercial environment. Have they truly found a way of regenerating themselves, and redefined their image to suit the New World reality. Maybe the culture is functioning successfully with a www Internet site instead of a heart. 


Culture Change


So how is culture change instigated by people with vision at an influential level? They believe that it is necessary and possible to change an organisational culture. The impetus is collated from huge amounts of data, economic analysis, an intuitive sense of the Market, and a vision. This vision is implemented through a variety of mechanisms, (seven Ss) and the people element usually includes a culture change programme. Aims usually include a change in behaviour, more collaboration, risk taking, teamwork, creativity, are the platform for a culture change programme. And so it start… What I would like to argue that there is omnipotence, hubris in planing a culture change. If you think back to the systemic model, there are so many influences that can effect a system. However brilliant the design and the desire are only one part of the plot. And additionally fixed bureaucracies have slower response to change, even though the individuals inside the system may be happy to make an individual response, to the new environment





The Multi- media Environment


So now lets pull all these threads together and translate this to the impact of the MM environment. Going back to system thinking I would argue that MM technology is both and environmental surround as well as an input. The influence on our individual experience is everywhere. It is impossible to imagine a life without, mass media, personal communication systems, and access to a www, the possibility of working remotely from anywhere in the world. The speed of this adoption is the issue for me in terms of culture change. Firstly the idea, products, growth is not created by any one person. It is an individualised offering to other individuals. Even though the product can and is commercialised into an organisational concept, So the effects of MM like an invisible organism…. It seeps through the structures of established systems. People adapt to the technology and use it for their own immediate needs.what happens as a spin -off I=cnnot be planned


The experience  of the e-mail culture is the example that most people can relate to ;


Implications


So you can see that understanding today's environment is not helpful for understanding tomorrow. The organisations and the way we work are unimaginable. The best we can do is rely on our ability to respond to our environment in a way that will ensure survival. Organisations have to respond to the speed and power of the technology. They, we, may have a sense of how it might be.


Imagine the joy of being connected to the world; the ability to communicate with thousands of unknown people; to join communities; buy commodities; be entertained; manage financial affairs; work and be educated. All from an ISDN line. And the shadow side? 


I can also envisage an HG Wells world. People isolated in their domestic cells, not needing others for social interaction, supplies, or leisure. Maybe too much leisure, maybe too much isolation. We already tease technology nerds for their interpersonal skills. We already reward people for spending ours isolate d on the web, we already loose ourselves in acres of web-surf.


Individualised activities are the current manifestations of our passion for the new media. Like any new obsession we will probably engorge ourselves. We will adapt to our experience of new behaviour both in ourselves and in society. And we will have to take responsibility for making that newness benign.
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