reframing organizations bolman and
deal

reframing organizations bolman and deal is a foundational concept in organizational
theory and management that helps leaders and managers understand complex
organizational dynamics through multiple perspectives. Developed by Lee G. Bolman and
Terrence E. Deal, this framework emphasizes the importance of viewing organizations
through different lenses or “frames” to diagnose problems, design effective solutions, and
enhance organizational effectiveness. The reframing organizations bolman and deal model
identifies four primary frames: structural, human resource, political, and symbolic, each
offering unique insights into organizational behavior and challenges. This article explores
the origins, key concepts, and practical applications of the reframing organizations bolman
and deal framework. It also discusses how this approach can improve leadership, decision-
making, and change management within various organizational contexts. The following
sections will delve into each frame in detail, illustrate how they interact, and provide
actionable strategies for applying these perspectives in real-world settings.

e Understanding the Reframing Organizations Concept
e The Four Frames of Bolman and Deal

e Applications of Reframing Organizations in Leadership
¢ Benefits of Using the Bolman and Deal Framework

e Challenges and Considerations in Reframing Organizations

Understanding the Reframing Organizations
Concept

The concept of reframing organizations bolman and deal is rooted in the idea that complex
organizational issues cannot be fully understood from a single perspective. Rather,
organizations are multifaceted entities that require multiple viewpoints to interpret their
structure, culture, politics, and symbolism effectively. Bolman and Deal introduced this
reframing technique to help leaders avoid tunnel vision by encouraging them to analyze
situations through different frames or mental models.

This approach promotes a more holistic and nuanced understanding of organizational
dynamics, allowing managers to diagnose problems accurately and craft more effective
interventions. By deliberately shifting the frame of reference, leaders can uncover hidden
issues and opportunities that might be missed if only one perspective is considered.



The Four Frames of Bolman and Deal

Central to the reframing organizations bolman and deal model are the four distinct frames
that provide lenses for interpreting organizational life. Each frame highlights different
aspects of organizational reality and suggests specific strategies for leadership and
management.

Structural Frame

The structural frame focuses on the architecture of the organization, including roles,
responsibilities, policies, and procedures. It emphasizes clear goals, defined tasks, and
formal relationships to increase efficiency and effectiveness. Organizations viewed
through this frame are seen as machines that can be optimized by designing appropriate
structures and systems.

Key elements of the structural frame include:

e Organizational charts and hierarchies
e Rules and policies
e Division of labor and specialization

e Coordination and control mechanisms

Human Resource Frame

This frame centers on people within the organization, recognizing their needs, skills, and
relationships. It views organizations as extended families where collaboration, motivation,
and personal development are critical. Leadership under this frame involves empathy,
support, and fostering a positive work environment that aligns individual and
organizational goals.

The human resource frame highlights:

e Employee motivation and satisfaction
e Training and development
e Communication and interpersonal relationships

e Conflict resolution and team building



Political Frame

The political frame acknowledges that organizations are arenas of power, conflict, and
competition among individuals and groups with differing interests. It emphasizes the
importance of negotiation, coalition-building, and strategic action to influence decision-
making and resource allocation.

Characteristics of the political frame include:

Power dynamics and influence tactics

Conflict management and bargaining

Coalitions and alliances

Resource scarcity and competition

Symbolic Frame

The symbolic frame focuses on culture, meaning, and identity within an organization. It
explores how rituals, stories, symbols, and ceremonies create a shared sense of purpose
and community. Leaders using this frame act as storytellers and meaning-makers who
inspire and unify employees.

Important aspects of the symbolic frame are:

e Organizational culture and values
e Rites, ceremonies, and traditions
e Stories and myths

e Vision and symbolism

Applications of Reframing Organizations in
Leadership

Leaders who utilize reframing organizations bolman and deal are better equipped to
manage complexity and drive organizational change. By switching frames, leaders gain a
comprehensive understanding of challenges and tailor their strategies accordingly.

Enhancing Decision-Making

Reframing encourages leaders to consider multiple perspectives before making decisions.



This leads to more balanced and well-informed choices that address structural constraints,
human factors, political realities, and cultural implications simultaneously.

Improving Conflict Resolution

Understanding political and human resource frames helps leaders navigate conflicts by
recognizing underlying interests and power struggles. This insight fosters more effective
negotiation and consensus-building processes.

Supporting Organizational Change

Change initiatives benefit from the symbolic frame by aligning new strategies with
organizational values and stories, thus increasing employee buy-in. At the same time,
structural adjustments and political management ensure smooth implementation.

Benefits of Using the Bolman and Deal
Framework

Applying reframing organizations bolman and deal offers several advantages for
organizations and leaders seeking to improve effectiveness and adaptability.

e Comprehensive Analysis: Multiple frames reveal diverse dimensions of
organizational issues.

« Enhanced Flexibility: Leaders develop the skill to shift perspectives as situations
evolve.

e Improved Communication: Awareness of human and symbolic elements fosters
better engagement.

¢ Conflict Management: Political insights enable proactive handling of disputes.

e Stronger Organizational Culture: Symbolic framing reinforces shared identity and
motivation.

Challenges and Considerations in Reframing
Organizations

While the reframing organizations bolman and deal model is powerful, its application may
encounter challenges that require careful consideration.



Complexity and Overload

Simultaneously managing multiple frames can be cognitively demanding for leaders. It
requires training and practice to balance and integrate different perspectives effectively.

Resistance to Change

Some organizational members may be skeptical of reframing approaches, especially if they
challenge entrenched beliefs or power structures. Sensitivity and gradual implementation
are necessary to mitigate resistance.

Contextual Adaptation

The relevance and weight of each frame can vary depending on organizational size,
industry, and culture. Leaders must adapt the reframing approach to fit their specific
context rather than applying it rigidly.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main concept of 'Reframing Organizations'
by Bolman and Deal?

'‘Reframing Organizations' introduces four distinct frames—Structural, Human Resource,
Political, and Symbolic—that help leaders and managers view organizational issues from
different perspectives to improve understanding and problem-solving.

What are the four frames described in Bolman and
Deal's 'Reframing Organizations'?

The four frames are Structural (focus on roles, rules, and policies), Human Resource
(focus on people and relationships), Political (focus on power and conflict), and Symbolic
(focus on culture, symbols, and meaning).

How can the structural frame help in organizational
management according to Bolman and Deal?

The structural frame emphasizes clear roles, responsibilities, and policies, helping
organizations create efficient workflows, clarify expectations, and address problems
through redesigning structures and processes.

Why is the human resource frame important in Bolman



and Deal's model?

The human resource frame highlights the importance of understanding employee needs,
motivation, and relationships, encouraging managers to support and empower people for
better organizational performance.

What role does the political frame play in understanding
organizations in Bolman and Deal's theory?

The political frame views organizations as arenas of competition and power struggles,
helping leaders navigate conflicts, build coalitions, and understand the influence of
interests and agendas.

How does the symbolic frame contribute to leadership
and organizational culture in 'Reframing
Organizations'?

The symbolic frame focuses on the use of symbols, stories, rituals, and culture to create
meaning, build identity, and inspire commitment within organizations.

How can managers apply the reframing approach to
solve complex organizational problems?

Managers can analyze problems through all four frames to gain a comprehensive
understanding, identify root causes, and develop multifaceted solutions that address
structural, human, political, and symbolic dimensions.

What makes Bolman and Deal's reframing model
relevant to modern organizational leadership?

The model's holistic approach helps leaders adapt to complexity and change by
encouraging flexible thinking and multiple perspectives, which are essential for effective
decision-making in today's dynamic environments.

Can 'Reframing Organizations' be used in non-profit or
public sector organizations?

Yes, Bolman and Deal's frames are universally applicable and have been successfully used
to analyze and improve organizations across sectors, including non-profits and public
institutions, by addressing their unique challenges through varied perspectives.

Additional Resources

1. Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and Leadership by Lee G. Bolman and
Terrence E. Deal



This foundational book introduces the four-frame model—structural, human resource,
political, and symbolic—as a comprehensive approach to understanding and leading
organizations. Bolman and Deal emphasize the importance of viewing organizational
issues through multiple perspectives to enhance problem-solving and leadership
effectiveness. The book combines theory with practical examples, making it essential for
managers and organizational leaders.

2. Leadership and the New Science: Discovering Order in a Chaotic World by Margaret J.
Wheatley

Wheatley explores how principles from new scientific disciplines such as chaos theory and
quantum physics can transform leadership and organizational dynamics. The book
encourages leaders to embrace complexity and uncertainty, much like Bolman and Deal’s
advocacy for multifaceted perspectives. It offers innovative ways to think about
organizations as living, interconnected systems.

3. Organizational Culture and Leadership by Edgar H. Schein

Schein delves into the critical role that culture plays within organizations and how leaders
can shape and influence it. His insights complement the symbolic frame in Bolman and
Deal’s model, providing a deeper understanding of organizational meaning, values, and
shared assumptions. This book is a vital resource for those aiming to lead change and
build strong organizational cultures.

4. The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of The Learning Organization by Peter M.
Senge

Senge introduces the concept of the learning organization, focusing on systems thinking
as a key discipline for organizational success. This approach aligns with Bolman and
Deal’s structural and human resource frames by promoting continuous learning and
adaptation. The book offers practical tools for fostering collaboration and innovation in
organizations.

5. Images of Organization by Gareth Morgan

Morgan presents a variety of metaphors to describe organizations, such as machines,
organisms, and cultures, encouraging leaders to reframe how they perceive their
organizations. His work parallels Bolman and Deal’s emphasis on multiple frames,
providing additional lenses to understand complex organizational phenomena. This book is
well-regarded for expanding the conceptual toolkit of managers and scholars.

6. Managing the Unexpected: Resilient Performance in an Age of Uncertainty by Karl E.
Weick and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe

Weick and Sutcliffe focus on how organizations can anticipate and respond to unexpected
challenges by building resilience and mindfulness. Their insights complement the political
and symbolic frames in Bolman and Deal’s framework by highlighting the importance of
culture and attention in crisis management. The book offers practical strategies for
maintaining performance under pressure.

7. Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us by Daniel H. Pink

Pink explores the science of motivation, emphasizing autonomy, mastery, and purpose as
key drivers of human behavior. This work enriches the human resource frame in Bolman
and Deal’s model by providing evidence-based strategies to engage and inspire employees.
The book is influential for leaders seeking to create motivating and fulfilling workplaces.



8. Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High by Kerry Patterson,
Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, and Al Switzler

This book offers practical techniques for handling difficult conversations effectively, which
is essential for navigating the political frame of organizations. The authors provide
strategies to foster dialogue, resolve conflicts, and build consensus in high-pressure
situations. It is a valuable resource for leaders and managers looking to improve
communication and influence.

9. Drive Change: A Practical Guide to Reframing Organizational Challenges by Susan K.
Jones

Jones focuses on applying reframing techniques to drive successful organizational change
initiatives. Drawing on Bolman and Deal’s principles, the book offers actionable advice for
diagnosing problems, engaging stakeholders, and crafting innovative solutions. It serves
as a hands-on guide for change agents and organizational leaders.
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