Using Organizational
Learning Tools to Build

Community

he Milwaukee Area Technical

College (MATC) is the largest

two-year technical college in
the U.S,, serving nearly 70,000 students
with an annual budget of over $203 mil-
lion. Founded in 1912, the college was
originally modeled after German trade
schools, with an emphasis on factory-
style efficiency. In addition, many of
the college’s senior administrators in
the 1940s and 1950s had served as offic-
ers in World War II, giving the college
a long history of military-style leader-
ship and a command-and-control cul-
ture.

In 1982, however, a period of mas-
sive change began. The president of the
college was forced to resign, and the
college subsequently went through four
presidents over a span of 13 years. After
the most recent departure, an interim
CEO was brought in to “clean up the
mess” while the board of directors
searched for yet another replacement.

Although the interim president was
considered highly competent, he had a
reputation for being more like Atilla the
Hun than Stephen Covey in terms of
his leadership style. And despite the
board’s assurances that any interim re-
placement would not be eligible for the
position, the acting president was even-
tually hired permanently. This deci-
sion, on top of years of change and in-
stability, sent the organization into a
state of shock. Daily rumors circulated
about potential firings, and few people
in the college felt secure enough to take
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risks. In order to regain our effective-
ness as an organization, we needed to
somehow work on rebuilding our com-
munity. But first, we needed to address
the underlying issues that had bred a
culture of fear and mistrust.

Examining the Culture

In September 1994, I discovered an ar-
ticle in The Systems Thinker by Greg
Zlevor entitled “Creating a New Work-
place.” The article asserted that all or-
ganizations operate at some point along
a “community continuum”: somewhere
between “disciety” (dysfunctional soci-
ety) and “community.” It seemed to me
that in order to improve our organiza-
tional climate, we first needed to iden-
tify where we were on the continuum.

[ shared the article with the direc-
tor of research at MATC, and together
we decided to conduct a “quick-and-
dirty” survey based on Zlevor’s model to
get a sense of how our colleagues viewed

our organization (see “MATC Commu-
nity Survey”). Once it was complete,
we mailed the survey to the entire man-
agement council of the college (over
125 people).

To our surprise, we were inundated
with phone calls the next morning.
Many of the callers were struck by the
candor of the statements, which were
considered “undiscussables” in the orga-
nization. (The statements were taken
verbatim from Zlevor’s description of
the different positions on the con-
tinuum.) Some callers had questions
about confidentiality (their names were
inadvertently included on the back of
the survey, due to the internal mail
routing labels). Several callers wanted
to know if the new president was be-
hind the survey. Still others were re-
lieved that our organization was begin-
ning to talk about these issues.

Amazingly, we received more than
an 85% return rate on the surveys. We
separated the responses into five piles,
each representing a point along Zlevor’s
continuum. The results were almost
perfectly bi-modal: people either saw
the college as dysfunctional (“This place
is so political”) or formative (“We have
our ups and downs, but mostly ups”).
We surmised that because there was no
shared sense of the community as a
whole, people’s experience of the college
depended to a large extent on the ups
and downs of their daily experience.

Continued on next page ﬁ

I must protect myself.

MATC Community Survey

Please indicate, by checking the appropriate box, which statement
best describes your perception of our current environment:
Q This is war. Every person is for him or herself.
O This place is so political. Isee glimpses of kindness, but I usually feel beat up.

Q I do my part; they do theirs. As long as I keep to myself and do my job, I'm okay.

Q People cooperate. We have our ups and downs, but mostly ups. There’s a fair
amount of trust. I can usually say what is on my mind.

Q I can be myself. 1 feel safe. Everyone is important. Our differences make us
better. We bring out the best in each other.

© 1995 Pegasus Communications, Inc. Cambridge, MA  (617) 576-1231

The Systems Thinker™ October 1995 n



U Continued from previous page

We brought our data to the next
meeting of the senior administrators
(all of whom had been recipients of the
survey) in order to explore the results.
The dynamics of the ensuing discussion
were as revealing as the survey results
had been. Some people immediately
demanded to know, “Why was my
name put on the back of the survey!?”
Others became defensive, wondering,
“Why wasn't I told about the original
article?” The group as a whole seemed
to attack the validity of the survey it-
self, asking, “Why was this even done?”
Their reactions seemed to reflect the
overall climate of the organization—
one of fear, mistrust, and well-
entrenched defensive routines. At the
conclusion of the meeting, they recom-
mended that the entire survey episode
be put to rest. However, it was not go-
ing to be forgotten that easily.

Reframing the Work
Earlier that year, a small group of
people representing a cross-section of
management began meeting regularly
to learn more about systems thinking
concepts and tools. The official title
for the group was STOL—for Systems
Thinking and Organizational Learn-
ing—but we jokingly referred to our
get-togethers as “Systems Thinking
over Lunch.” Since our group had
been using different case studies to
hone our skills, I brought up the survey
as a good opportunity to explore the
larger dynamics at play in the organiza-
tion. However, we quickly realized
that the implications of this project
were larger than any of our previous
case studies—it really involved
reframing how we thought about the
nature of our entire organization.

As one of the ways to provide a
framework for this effort, we decided to

use the Vision Deployment Matrix™, a
tool developed by Daniel Kim for help-
ing groups articulate an action plan for
moving from current reality toward a
shared vision (see “Vision Deployment
Matrix™: A Framework for Large-Scale
Change,” February 1995). The nine
members of our STOL group filled out
the Vision Deployment Matrix individu-
ally, then worked together to weave the
individual perspectives into a collective
matrix (see “MATC Vision Deployment
Matrix”). After we filled out the first
two vertical columns of the matrix—
“Desired Future Reality” and “Current
Reality”—we decided to get the
president’s input to see how his percep-
tions compared to our own.

After hearing a short explanation of
the matrix, the president also filled out
the first two columns. Interestingly, his
responses were similar to ours. For ex-
ample, in the box that indicated the sys-

temic structures needed to

MATC Vision Deployment Matrix

achieve the vision, the
STOL group had noted a
need for “shared decision-

making” and “effective
communications,” while

A place where we
understand why we're
here, where we're

MATC is committed to
being a world-class
educational institution

A distinct lack of

Level of Desired Future Current Gaps or |Action | Indicators of
Perspective Reality Reality Challenges Steps Progress
Vision

the president expressed a
desire for “more construc-

that empowers students,
faculty, and staff to
realize their potential.

going, and what our
collective values are
and mode! them.

collective values
and alignment.

Mental Models
What are the beliefs
and assumptions that

A belief that this
environment is

The system is too
complex to be
understood in an
aligned fashion.
Decigions are being

will be ;:ang_r_'yen; with possible. made in a disjointed
the vision? fashion with littie or no
feedback mechanism.
. By providing clarity
ss'lszf"::"ecs in both the decision Emphasis on

How can we create
structures that will be
consistent with those

parameters and
processes, shared
decislon-making,
and effective

hierarchy, chain of

command, lack of
organizational
accountability.

beliefs? communications.
Patterns Risk-taking
What patterns of encouraged, . Cautious,
behavior do we want successes insecure, not
the structures to célebrated, a “can-do” knowing.
produce? attitude modeled.
Events
Can we describe Feople whisper and

tangible events that

would indicate that

the vision had been
achieved?

Employees articulate
and model the
organizational vision.

gossip instead of
bringing issues into
the open.

To get a better picture of current reality at the college, and to paint a picture of the desired future,
the STOL group used a tool called the Vision Deployment Matrix™. This diagram shows the col-

lective responses of the STOL group to the first two columns of the matrix.

tive meetings.” This gave
the STOL group confi-
dence that the president
shared our understanding
of the vision and current
reality of the college. In
addition, his willingness to
participate sent an impor-
tant signal that he sup-
ported our efforts to exam-
ine and improve our
organizational culture.

Improving
Communication
Through the process of
developing our matrix, we
began to realize that one of
our biggest obstacles to
achieving our vision of
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improved community was the unspoken
mental models held by members of the
college—the untested assumptions that
were preventing open and effective
communication. This became clear at
the next meeting of the Management
Council, when the president gave a pre-
sentation on the issues facing the orga-
nization. After his talk, the STOL
group then conducted a “left-hand col-
umn” exercise, in which the partici-
pants wrote down on the right side of
the page what the president said, and on
the left side they voiced what they
thought or felt in reaction to his com-
ments.

What the group discovered through
the process was that we all tend to hear
what we expect to hear. For example,
the people who anticipated hearing
only “bad news” heard precisely that.
Those who expected to see a “tough
guy” in the president had their predic-
tions confirmed. And, intriguingly, the
people who were open to organizational
change saw the shifts that were occur-
ring as a positive development for the
college (see “Left-Hand Column: One
Perspective” for an example of this exer-
cise). This exercise opened up our
awareness of the significant role our
mental models play in selecting what we
hear and don’t hear, and it had the de-
sired effect of opening the group up to a
deeper level of conversation. Our work
in developing a deeper level of commu-
nity was beginning to take hold.

Preliminary Results

When the STOL group developed its
Vision Deployment Matrix, we noted
that one of the indicators of progress
toward developing community would be
an openness in communication
throughout the administration of the
college, as well as an increased ability as
a group to suspend our assumptions and
inquire more deeply into each other’s
reasoning. The area where we have
seen the greatest progress toward this
goal has been in the Management

Council meetings. In the past, they
were full-day sessions that consisted pri-
marily of lectures given by the president
and/or his direct reports. The attendees
often felt “talked at” for hours on end.
There was very little participation, and
many attendees passed the time by sur-
reptitiously doing paperwork. When we
did a quick analysis of the cost of the
meetings, we discovered that the college
was spending approximately $100,000
per year on a function that yielded very
little benefit.

We decided, therefore, to use the
Management Council meetings as an
opportunity to work on developing bet-
ter communication, and to begin to tap
into the collective intelligence of the
members. We shortened the meetings
to half-day sessions, eliminated the
speakers, and refocused the agenda on
working together in small groups to
tackle some of the serious issues facing
our institution. At the first of the re-
designed management meetings, two
college-wide issues that were generally
considered to be undiscussables were

addressed: (1) how to better implement
the entire CQI process; and (2) how to
productively examine the positive and
negative effects of the changes that oc-
curred within the organization during
the last several years.

In order to facilitate more produc-
tive communication at the meeting, we
assigned people to small groups, each of
which represented a cross-section of the
college. As the groups were invited to
share their insights with the entire
council, previously undiscussable issues
were surfaced, and some very productive
conversations ensued. For example, the
“undiscussable” issue of a compensation
and benefits inequity between union
and non-union employees was raised,
and specific recommendations were
made for further action. After the
meeting, we shared the outputs with the
president (who chose not to be present
during the meeting so as not to inhibit
open communication), and we for-
warded the results to the CQI Steering
Committee of the college.

Continued on next page ﬁ

What | Am Thinking

Left-Hand Column: One Perspective

What Was Said

If things are clear, why wouldn’t people
understand? If we ask questions, we will look
stupid, or be made to feel stupid.

His positive examples referenced “he,” not
“we.” Aren’t we all in this together?

We are all in this together.

What does he mean—positions, persons, or
Jjust putting the issue “on hold,” waiting for
reorganization?

Some of the “issues to be resolved” were
obviously decisions that have already been
made. What happened to shared decision-

making and communication before
announcements?

Atter a talk by the president to the Management Council, the STOL group conducted a
“left-hand column” exercise, in order to surface the mental models operating in the group.

“You need to ask questions if you don't
understand.”

“We need to continue despite obstacles.”

“I am struggling with all of this stuff. It is hard
work, but important.”

“There will be no loss in positions.”

“Here are some policy issues that need to be
resolved.”
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Our Ongoing Work

The evaluations from our first rede-
signed Management Council meeting
were very positive. Many people com-
mented that the college was “finally
moving forward.” But even as we are
celebrating this modest success, we rec-
ognize that we have a long way to go
toward our goal of developing a healthy
community at MATC. In order to con-
tinue our work on organizational inte-
gration and community building, the
STOL group has identified four areas for
further action:

= continue to work on building com-
munication and trust;

m make systems thinking courses and
materials available to others at the col-
lege;

= continue to develop systemic solu-
tions for problems at the college, work-
ing with the president to effect high-
leverage changes;

m re-survey the Management Council
to accurately assess current reality at the
college.

As we develop our skills in commu-
nity building and in creating structures
that will sustain that community, we
believe we can make a profound differ-
ence in the organizational culture.
With the help of organizational learn-
ing tools, we are confident that our cul-
ture will continue to move toward
openness and community. @]

James B. Rieley directs the Center for
Continuous Quality Improvement at Milwau-
kee Area Technical College. He also consults
with business and industry, government, and
educational institutions.

Editorial support for this article was pro-
vided by Diane J. Reed and Colleen P. Lannon.

This story was presented at the 1995
Systems Thinking in Action™ Conference.

I CALENDAR

The sessions below are sponsored by partnering companies. Please contact them directly for more

information.

¢ Ocfober 18-20. Leading Learning Org

tions, Boston, MA . This program provides ground-
ing in the five disciplines of the learning organiza-
tion, based on the best-selling book by IA co-
founder Pefer M. Senge. Contact: Innovation Asso-
ciates— (508) 879-8301.

®  October 18-20. Leadership and Mastery, Tor-
onto, Ontario. A three-day program for executives
and managers who want to utilize more of their
natural leadership skills. It will enable you to clarify
and communicate a realizable vision of the future
for yourself and your organization. Contact: Inno-
vation Associates of Canada— (905) 731-7991.

*  October 23-24. Assessing Organizational
Learning Capability, Los Angeles, CA. This train-
ing and licensing program is for individuals who
would like to use the Organizational Learning In-
ventory in their organizations or in their consulting
practices. Contact: Laurie Brown, GKA Incorpo-
rated —(617) 577-1430.

*  October 25-27. Systems Thinking Tools and
Applications, Los Angeles, CA. This workshop in-
troduces the basics of systems thinking using a
wide range of business examples. Participants will
gain practice by applying the tools to specific is-
sues of their choice. Contact: Laurie Brown, GKA
Incorporated — (617) 577-1430.

*  October 25-27. Foundations for Dialogue,
Stowe, VT. A two-and-one-half day infroduction to
the essential dimensions of dialogue and collective
intelligence. Contact: Sabra Dalby, DIAelogos—
(617) 576-7986.

®  October 25-27. Systems Thinking Workshop,
Phoenix. AZ. This three-day program for individu-
als/teams provides an in-depth introduction to the
discipline of systems thinking from those who
helped pioneer it. Contact: Innovation Associates—
{508) 879-8301.

* November 1-3. Leadership and Mastery,
Calgary, Alberta (see Oct. 18-20).

*  November 8-10. Leadership and Mastery, At-
lanta, GA (see Oct. 18-20). Contact: Innovation
Associates— (508) 879-8301.

* November 13-14. Learning History Work-
shop, Boston, MA. Part two of a two-seminar se-
ries on creafing learning histories. Contact:

George Roth, MIT Center for Organizational
Learning— (617) 253-8407.

* November 15-17. Leading Learning Organi-
zations, Boston, MA (see Oct. 18-20).

¢ November 29-December 1. Systems Thinking
Workshop, Boston, MA (see Oct. 25-27).

¢ December 4-6. Leading Learning Organiza-
tions, Orlando, FL (see Oct. 18-20).

® December 6-8. Leadership and Mastery, San
Francisco, CA (see Oct. 18-20). Contact: Innova-
tion Associates— (508) 879-8301.

* December 11-13. Systems Thinking Tools and
Applications, Orlando, FL {see Oct. 25-27).

® December 13-15. Leadership and Mastery,
Boston, MA (see Oct. 18-20). Contact: Innovation
Associates— (508) 879-8301.
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The Language of
Links and Loops

s Links two variables, indicating achange
in the same direction.
O Indicates a causal change in the
opposite direction.
A “reinforcing” feedback loop that
amplifies change.

—-—
R
B A “balancing” feedback loop that

seeks equilibrium.
Balancing Loop Example

——p Gap

Adjust-
ments

Desired
Leve

Actual
Level

If there is a gap between the desired level and the
actual level, adjustments are made until the actual
equals the level. The starting variable is in blue.

The Languaée of Accumulators

“clouds™ represent the boundaries of
what we want to include in the diagram

flow regulator
accumulator

1 » v
.7 LI 2
4 H
* A
» % population .
births deaths
corinector to indicate
causal connection

flow pipe  behavior charts (optional)
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