What Is “Process”?

The concept of process is central to an understanding of
consultation and management. In its broadest sense '‘process’ 1¢-
fers to how things are done rather than what is done. If I am
crossing the street, that is what I am doing, but the process is
how I am crossing; walking, running, dodging cars, asking some-
one to help me across because I feel dizzy, or some other way.

Process is everywhere. In order to help, intervene, and fa-
cilitate human problem solving, one must focus on communica-
tion and interpersonal processes. The processes we need to learn
to observe and manage are those that make a demonstrable dif-
ference to problem solving, decision making, and organizational
effectiveness in general.

Understanding of human interpersonal and group proc-
esses is critical for the manager because effective managers spend
far more time intervening in how things are done than on what
is done, An effective manager must be able to create situations
that will ensure that good decisions are made, without making
those decisions himself and without even knowing ahead of time
what he might do if he had to make the decision alone. Managing
the decision process in this way becomes more necessary as tech-
nological complexity and the rate of change in the environment
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Task Content (Cell 1). The most obvious thing to focus on
in the meeting is why the group is there in the first place. What
is its task? What are the goals of the meeting? Why does the group
exist at all? Every group, every organization has an ultimate func-
tion, a reason for existence, a mission, and its goals and tasks
derive from that ultimate function.

A group may not be aware of its ultimate mission or may
not agree on its goals. In fact, one of the main functions of the
consultant or manager may be to help the group to understand
its task and function. This subject is something that the con-
sultant or manager should then focus on explicitly, because if
there is misunderstanding or disagreement at this level, the group
will have a hard time functioning effectively.

The most observable aspect of task content is the actual
subject matter that the group talks about or works on, what would
typically be labeled its formal agenda. If the group has a secretary
and keeps minutes, the content of the discussion is what will
appear in the minutes. One of the choices you have as a helper,
whether in the role of consultant or manager, is to keep close
track of the task content to make sure that it stays “on track,”
to ensure that the group achieves its goals. :

Task Process (Cell 2). Even if you pay close attention to
and actively manage task content, the group may develop com-
munication problems. People may not listen to one another or
may misunderstand one another, people may interrupt one an-
other, arguments and conflicts may develop, the group may not
be able to agree, too much time may be spent on what you might
regard as trivial issues, disruptive side conversations may de-
velop, and other behavior may be displayed that gets in the way
of effective task solution.

If you have been in a variety of groups you may also be-
come aware that different groups working on the very same task
may approach it very differently. In one group the chairperson
calls on people to give their input; another group’s chairperson
invites anyone to speak who cares to. In one group there is angry
confrontation and arguing; in another group there is polite, formal -
questioning. In one group decisions are made by consensus, in
another they are made by voting, and in a third they are made by
the manager after listening to the discussion for a while.
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In other words, groups may have the same tagsk and same
content yet engage in drastically different processes of working
on the task. Tusk process, then, is the way in which the group
works, how it solves problems, gathers information, makes de-
cisions, and so on. Task processes are elusive. It is easy to expe-
rience and to observe them but hard to define and clearly segre-
gate them from the content that is being worked on. Group
members learn that they can partially control the content out-
comes by controlling the process, as senators do when they fili-
buster or as debaters do when they destroy an opponent’s argu-
ment or composure by ridicule, changing the subject, or in other
ways diverting the process from what has been said. One of the
toughest tasks for the intervener is not to get seduced by the con-
tent, not to get so caught up in the actual problem the group is

working on as to cease to Ppay attention to how it is working.

Task Structure (Cell 3). You will notice if you observe a
group for some period of time that certain patterns recus, that
some kinds of events happen regulatly and some kinds of events
never happen. For example, one group always uses parliamentary
procedure, while another one refuses to vote on any issue even if
they cannot resolve the issue by any other means. One group
always has an agenda and follows it slavishly, while another waits
until the meeting begins before generating a list of topics.

If the group contains more than one level of management
you may notice some people interrupt others consistently while
others never interrupt each other, and the pattern you may
observe is that higher ranking people interrupt lower ranking ones
but never the reverse. You might also note that if you are the
chairman of the group that members will look to you for guidance
and direction, and that if members of the group have been assigned
particular roles or tasks, they will behave consistently with those
assignments. Such regularities in the work of the group can best
be thought of as the task structure of the group, relatively stable,

recurring processes that help the group or organization to get its
tasks accomplished.

In large organizations we think of the structure as being
the formal hierarchy, the defined chain of command, the systems
of information and control, and other stable recurring processes

What Is “Process™? 43

B
that are taught to newcomers as “the w;‘y we wcu;k aixggi;ie:ls
it ig i ize that the concept o
But it is important to recogmize _ ructure '
i f process in that it refers
only an extension of the concept of pI : ‘
thoZe processes that are stable, recuinng, and defined by mem
in the group as their “structure.” .
bere mAiI gféupls) require such regularities agd stability to maéte
their environment and working patterns predmtablfa and, t?}fre y,
manageable. The assumptions that devi:lllop cl;verh tlmg; :125 - Sepz.:t
i thou;
ing premises of those patterns can then be
g?xgg?gﬁture of the group. They becorxga shared a;;g ‘Ej?i(;gdf:;
d the structures that we can observe can ,
irrtai?;f:?;aot manifestations of the culture of the group {Schein,
19858)'-1‘11& culture itself is not immediately visi'b}e because it is
best thought of as the taken for %ragted urgfieg);?geﬁ(‘im 1_11;1031;:
i er tim
scious assumptions that have evolved ov: el with the
i i i that the group has had to
various external and internal issues _ > face
i be reflected in the ove
hein, 1985a). But the culture will > 0 :
E:viox t’hat is v)isible and canbe searcheti1 out thlr)ough ? 1?1?1;018;
inqui ider and members o .
ess of inquiry between the outsi = f the group.
i i to focus on the m
For oses of this model it is use focus on
artifpa]é:g the visible behavior, always l?eanng in mgd 1tha'fc t::ﬁy
reflect important underlying assumptions that will eventually
to be taken into account. _ -
have The task structure that evolves in a group is cozppacisgd .i}sf
regularities that pertain specifically to the group’s survival in i :
external environment. All groups face at least five basic surviva
problems:

ini ission that justifies its
1. Defining the fundamental mission ' .
existence—its primary task. The structural elements deahll}lng m}tlh
this issue are usually company charters, sta;emtﬁnts ?ﬁ ;;t 1 gcs’ogo g
er eito -
ission, formal agenda statements, and O

g.fnl?;t me;nbers’ implicit understanding about the role of the
group.z' Setting specific goals derived from the m;issz'o}n. ‘Il‘he
structural elements are written goal statements, formal p 3111121;%

procedures and their outcomes, publicly defined targets an

lines.




44 Process Consultation

3. Deciding what means to use to accomplish the goals.
The structures for accomplishing goals are the defined formal or-
ganization, assigned task roles, and recurring procedures for solv-
ing problems and making decisions.

4. Measuring and monitoring whether or not goals are
being accomplished. Formal information and control systems are
set up, and managerial planning, budgeting, and review processes
are formalized.

5. Getting back on course by fixing problems once they
are identified (when the group discovers it is off target or not
accomplishing its goals). A group needs processes for remedying
situations, fixing problems, getting itself back on course. Often
solutions are invented ad hoc, but any group or organization has
to be able to regularize remedial and corrective processes and thus
make them part of the structure of the group.

In a young group, the task structure processes will not be
very stable; the young group is not very structured. As the group
evolves, it develops assuraptions about itself. If those assump-
tions lead to success, they eventually become the culture of the
group. They then become visible and may be formally described
in organization charts, manuals of procedure, rules of order, and
other artifacts of the culture.

Interpersonal Content (Cell 4). We have now defined all
the cells that deal with the group’s task, its problems of survival
in its environment, but, of course, the consultant or manager
observing the group will note immediately that many of the
salient events that occur in the group have to do with what the
members are doing to one another, much of which may have
relatively little to do with the task at a manifest level.

We will see that Joe seems to always get into fights with
Joan, and that Mildred consistently supports Jim, almost no mat-
ter what he says, and that Rudy dominates the conversation and
tries to control all the other members, while Paul speaks up rarely,
and only when asked a direct question. We will note that some
people interrupt others; that some people increase the tension in
the group by being divisive, while others reduce tension by crack-
ing a joke at just the right moment when things were getting too
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tense. We will see that some members are good initiators and en-
ergizers of the group, while others are good summarizers and are
able to test consensus in the group.

Just as we can track the content agenda of the group, we
can also track ‘“who does what to whom,” “who plays what roles
in the group,” and construct a picture of the group in terms of
the actual members and their relationships to one another and to
the task. Whereas the focus in cell 1 is on the task content, the
focus in cell 4 would be on the relationships among the members
of the group, regardless of what the group is actually working on.

Interpersonal Process (Cell 5). Separating process from
content is difficult in the task area because people consciously
-and unconsciously manipulate both process and content. But just
as it is possible to observe a group at work and abstract the
methods it uses to accomplish that work, so it is possible to
abstract the interpersonal processes evident in a group
independent of the actual people involved in these processes.

Thus, for example, one group may exhibit frequent
confrontation and arguing among members, while another group’s
members may always be very polite and agree with one another.
in one group people may listen to each other intently and try to
build on each others’ ideas, while in another group they may
constantly vie for one another’s attention, paying more attention
to how they present their own view than to what others may have
said. _

It is important to observe interpersonal process because
group outcomes result from a complex interaction of what goes
on at the task (cell 2} and interpersonal {cell 5) level. For example,
you may notice that different members have different definitions
of the task, and this leads to various kinds of communication
breakdowns intezfering with task performance. You may also no-
tice that some members systematically seem not to listen to other
members, resulting in imperfect accumulation of information rel-
evant to the task.

Or you may notice that, while some members are working
on generating alternative solutions, others are busy advocating or
attacking one of these solutions, and it may strike you that certain
members are always attacking what certain other members bring
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nology, special meanings attached to certain words and concepts,
and special symbols that only insiders will understand.

2. How to define its own boundaries — developing rules
of inclusion and exclusion. The observable structure will be the™
policies and practices of Teécruitment, who is given symbols of
membership such as uniforms or badges, policies about rehiring
people who may have left, policies toward temporary members
or contract workers, rules about whom one tells things and from
whom one must keep secrets, and so on.

3. How to allocate power and authority — developing cri-
teria for who can influence whom and on what issues. Ity this
arca what is formally structured and how things work out in prac-
tice have often been noted to be different. It is possible to publish
organization charts and to have rules about the chain of com-
mand, but observers often note that even on a regular basis some
of these rules are ignored and alternate structures will develop
that often get labeled the “informal” structure.

4. How to define appropriate peer relationships—
developing criteria for openness and intimacy, appropriate levels
of cooperation and cormpetition. THIs ared is often the Teast stric-
tured and, therefore, the source of most anxiety until new mem-
bers have learned the implicit rules of the game. But in observing
indoctrination programs or mentotring discussions, one notes
structure expressed by such remarks as “Around here teamwork
is the name of the game,” “Never get caught playing politics,”
“We always address the boss by his title here,” ""We are very in-
formal and on a first name basis here,” *“You always better tell
exactly what you think, even if you feel it might get you into
trouble,” or “You always have to be careful not to contradict the ..

boss in public,” and so on. Such rules do Dot get embedded as
readily as more explicit rules in the visible formal structure, but
they always exist in the culture (Van Maanen, 1979},

5. How to allocate status and rewards. The formal reward
system, the performance appraisal system, the ratings of poten-
tial, and the actual recurring procedures for promoting and oth-
erwise rewarding and punishing people are usually observable. As
in item 4, however, the structures embodied in written policies
and procedures do not always match the recutring regularities that
may be observed — the informal reward system.
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6. How to deal with unexplainable, unmanageable, and
threatening events. This area is the least likely to be formally
structured, though every group will evolve rituals and procedures
for dealing with those unpredictable and stressful events that can-
not be easily controlled. It may develop superstitions, myths, or
symbolic rituals like rain dances. Such processes may become
stable in that they are passed on and taught to new generations

of members.

As it interacts, the group evolves stable perceptions and
relationships to deal with each of the above areas, and these grad-
ually become assumptions about itself and come to constitute a
major part of the group’s culture. Once again, the underlying as-
sumptions will not be visible in the overt workings of the group,
but the process observer will see the effects in the political alli-
ances, in the communication pattems, in the recurring patterns
of expressed feelings of members toward each other, and in the
deference and demeanor they display toward each other.

JU—

!
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The immediate intervention focus should be on the dy-
namic processes that are visible because then members can see
the same things that the observer sees. Eventually, as the group
itself becomes more sophisticated in analyzing its own processes,
less visible structural and cultural elements can increasingly be-

i._come the focus of intervention.

In summary, as the consultant or manager, you would note
events in all six cells of Table 3-1. The key question to consider,
then, is which of these events are most relevant to increasing the
effectiveness of the group.

The Primary Task as the Basis for Intervention

The most important criterion for deciding what to observe
and where to intervene is your perception of what the primary
task of the group is. By primary task I mean that set of goals which
justify the existence of the group, the reason for which it was
called together, its basic mission, the perceptions that relate the
group to its external environment and that will ultimately de-
termine its survival as a group. The primary task will not always

B —
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be immediately obvious but can generally be inferred or even
asked about. If the timing of the question is premature, one may
not get an accurate answer, so further observation and checking
may be required.

In a new relationship with an individual client or when
managing a new group, the focus that is safest and most likely to
be productive is the process consultant’s own primary task or
goals as a helper or manager. What are you and your client or
subordinates trying to do? Where do you want to be by when?
What next steps make most sense given what you are trying to
accomplish?

In many consulting models this focus is often identified as
“setting a contract with the client.” That is usually not the right
formulation. Tt is better to focus on our immediate goals in order
to be able to intervene effectively from the outset, to be helpful
to the client or subordinates from the moment of contact.

For the outside consultant, overt concern for what the -
client is trying to accomplish 1) signals interest in helping, 2} elic-
its data that are needed in order to decide how to help, and, most
important, 3 is already a critical intervention, forcing clients to
articulate what they are trying to accomplish. Often this turns
out to be helpful in that it starts the client thinking about goals.
The contract that may arise is a by-product, not the primary goal.

The same logic applies to managers whose subordinates
come to them with problems. The manager who wants to be help-
ful should focus on what the subordinates are trying to accom-
plish, why they are having difficulty with it, why they are having
difficulty right now, why they are coming to the boss for help,
and so on, but always remain focused on the primary task. As the
answers to these questions reveal other concemns, the focus can
shift to them, but the initial focus should stay in cells 1 and 2 of
Table 3-1.

t

Focus of Interventions: Task Content, Task Process, or
Task Structurel

The client is usually pretty sensitive to the content issues

but is likely to be insensitive to process and structure. The bar-
riers to more effective task accomplishment often lie in the proc-
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€s5€s or structure, yet these are often the least visible aspects of
how things are done. Hence bringing to light new data on process
and structure, and helping clients to see such data on their own
in the future, is most likely to be helpful. Generally the task con-
tent is something highly visible and chances are that the client
is more expert in that area than the helper anyway. But the con-
sultant or manager can really help by noting how the task process
and structuze helps or hinders decision making and problem solv-
ing,

The process of surfacing and changing structure may in-
volve confrontive or even manipulative interventions where the
consultant in the expert or doctor role directly manipulates por-
tions of the structure in order to change other parts of a system
that has become rigid. Such systemic interventions have become
comrnon in family therapy and are increasingly being applied in
organizational settings, but they' are rarely appropriate until
enough process consultation hag gone on to find out whether
clients are genuinely “stuck,” unable to diagnose or influence
their own system (Madanes, 1981; Durkin, 1981 ; Borwick, 1983).

Another kind of structural intervention that may help to
get the client unstuck is to define a new structure as an “exper-
iment to be tried” rather than a final recommendation to be
adopted. Such an intervention is likely to be powerful and con-

frontive in that it forces into consciousness routines that may be
deliberately concealed.

Why Not Focus on Interpersonal Process and Structure?

Since interpersonal issues are generally very salient and
easily observed, it is tempting to focus the interventions directly
on such issues. The primary reason not to do so is basically cul-
tural. In our culture task accomplishment, progress, goal attain-
ment, and achievement are so central to relationships that most
of the motivation for improvement comes from preoccupation
with a task. Even if a personal relationship becomes a problem,
we define relationship improvement as a “task” to be accom-
plished, '

It is likely that in some other cultures where “effective
relationships’” and “harmony” are more important than task ac-
complishment, the focus for facilitative intervention would shift
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to be sensitive and defensive about the actual naming of names.
When you “name names” instead of merely pointing out a gen-
eral process, people feel they will lose face, and so naming names
is taboo in most cultures.

For example, I may observe a pattern that Pete is always
interrupting Jane and may conclude that this reflects a real en-
mity on Pete’s part toward Jane (Cells 4-6). If I decide to intervene
because I believe Pete’s behavior is making the group less effec-
tive, I still have a choice around which cell to focus:

Cell 4 (Content}: “Pete, why are you always interrupting
Jane?”

Cell 5 {Process): “I notice that certain members tend to in-
terrupt others, and wonder whether this is getting in the
way of communication?”

Cell 6 {Structure): “As our discussion has proceeded I have
noticed that whenever we interrupt each other, the dis-

izltlllssion is not as productive. Should we do something about
3 s g £l

Of course these illustrative interventions differ on dimen-
sions other than content, process, and structure, but it should be
clear that the highest risk is associated with the content inter-
vention because it threatens to make both Pete and Jane lose face.
The structural intervention is the safest but the least likely to be
productive because it does not provide a specific reference for the
group to organize around. The process intervention maximizes
speciticity without making people lose face.

In summary:

1. Process is always to be favored as an intervention focus
over content.

2. Task process is always to be favored over interpersonal
process.

3. Structural interventions are in principle the most pow-
erful in that they deal with recurrent stable processes
rather than the dynamic fluid ones, but they are also
likely to be most resisted because there is comfort in
structure, and also the most likely to be misunderstood
because they are, of necessity, general.
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Hence a focus on the dynamic task processes — how a
client or group sets goals, gathers information, solves problems,
makes decisions, and allocates work roles — is the focus most
likely to be helpful. In the example given next the issue of where
to focus interventions came up repeatedly. Because this case will
also be used throughout the book, a certain amount of back-
ground is provided at this point.

Helping to Build a New Executive Committee: The

Billings Manufacturing Company

Bill Stone, the president and founder of a small but rapidly
growing manufacturing company, called me to seek some advice
on hiring a new vice president for human resources. I had done a
seminar on career development for the top fifteen managers of
this company three years before, had known the corporate vice
president for planning, and had worked with the recently de-
parted vice president for human resources a year or so before when
he had first joined this company. So I had various bits of knowl-
edge about the company and they had various bits of knowledge
about me.

Getting Acquainted with the Client. Stone mentioned in
his first phone call that when the previous vice president of
human resources was leaving, he had recommended that they
might get someone from academia to take the job since Stone had
a well-articulated philosophy of human resource management
that had to continue to be well stated and well implemented.
Stone asked whether this concept made any sense and whether I
or some other professor would even consider taking an industrial
job for a while. I said that I would not personally consider taking
such a job but would be glad to examine the concept with him
and see where we might come out. We agreed to meet for a long
lunch at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

At the lunch Stone reviewed some of the decisions he had
made recently. The fifteen-person executive committee was not
working effectively, so he had begun to meet on a regular basis
with two executive vice presidents, the chief financial officer, and
the vice president in charge of new acquisitions. This group was



54 Process Consultation

a good nucleus for a more streamlined and effecti
_ ectiv i
committee, but th.ey needed to add a vice presidentefc?f iﬁgve
tesourges and had just launched a search for such a person =
e o (tio;;% and I reviewed what he was really looking for in this
comnittce would have  big stske in coomsis o pryCYe
. ‘ > 2 e In deciding the kind of perso
;%;2; glgg;in ’é{‘hef: i;ilea arising from this discussion was that I ghoulg
e pome o1 the meetings of this new executive committee
Iesomce}{rp :r ?ggtgzgh mﬁ tlée job %;:lscription for the humaI;
that my attendance would birehe?ut. - Other'membem e
pful, though it w.
:}}elzz :}tzemseh wlllliether I wpuld be there as an%xpe:t :esill?lg; fﬁeﬁ
ot the )Elgu ould be looking for, or as a process consultant helping
earii 1e out what they needed. I was tempted to try to
cla hpomt at the outset but decided that they probably were
sure themselves what kind of help I could offer, hence their

answer might not be very meanj )
contact. ty meaningful until after we had had some

Deciding the Intervents
) tion Focus. The first three-
ige;;igaiztteﬁded brought out many of the issues of Wh:t};?;llg
1o be In an axt/v ﬂ?t ;o fpcqs on in the group’s work. I attempted to
phage clear 2 € beginning of the meeting that I saw my role as
that o e 1I:mg the group to clarify its own thin king and that I
would lf:ttise Iaf:f gﬁlpgrt otn what their human resource VP should
X not get into task content, b
on task process. I also said tha e o s
; . t Stone had asked me to i
; wo
;hnm ‘fgfrou%) over a period of several meetings to help it to é&c‘g;;il
mteiv z;z;vge ngrfup,l which might involve me in clarifying and
ot only on task process but als [
process. The group seemed to und e distimecm
erstand th istincti
agreed that such a role could be helpful. es¢ distinctions and
freque ;f;; the Itlilsc;ssion began, T found myself intervening
freq y on the line _between task content and process. I kept
i 1_1:(1ig content questions about the role that the ne;»v Vif:)e
gspzt: 121111; w‘\:ss ésléliapgied tobplay in the new executive committee.
-a-v1s Stone, but I was careful to time th ions
e quest
2?1 i?:f) the %xglup would have every chance to raise thcctlse is;?;sl:
wn. I also framed the questions in the most general way
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so as to minimize my own content biases. In effect T was
performing some problem-identifying functions that were missing
in the group’s discussion, but instead of simply saying that such
functions were missing (which would have been a pure process
intervention], I actually asked the content question to facilitate
the group’s forward movement.

I asked, for example, “Is the new VP expected to be only
an implementer or is he expected to contribute to the architec-
ture of human resource policies?”” The group said unanimously

that they wanted an architect. “Do you want a person who would

argue with you and one strong enough to stand up to the kind of

fighting that the group often engages in?”’ 1 asked this because it
was obvious after fifteen minutes of observation that the group
was used to intense debate and confrontation, and that Stone
himself was often very strong in his own opinions. They said they
wanted a strong confronter, and Stone agreed. Note again that I
did not limit the intervention to simply noting that the group
argued a lot and that Stone was a strong figure {interpersonal con-
tent and process), but embedded the dataina task content ques-
tion that facilitated further problem solving.

“Do you want someone with a track record primarily as a
human resource professional or someone with credibility as aline
manager?”’ I wanted to force out into the open what the group
really thought about the human resource function, because I be-
gan to suspect that they looked down on it. At this point my
expertise and prior experience were seducing me into content
opinions, but I did not have to voice those opinions. I could stay
on the process level. To voice my suspicion would have raised
issues about content structure (their stable perceptions of roles),
which would have been dangerous because it might have precip-
itated a quick denial and some suspicion of me, so I chose a more
neutral question. They said they wanted both things.

As consensus emerged on various of these criteria I wrote
them down on the blackboard, since it was obvious that the group
was having trouble remembering what it had said. (This was a
task process intervention.)

Periodically I found myself having to deal directly with
content and was forced to deal with perceptions that 1 had expert
knowledge in this area. I was asked, for example, what kind of
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people were in comparable jobs in other companies that I was
familiar with. I could not deny my expertise in this area, relative
to the knowledge of the group, so I gave answers that I thought
would aid their thinking without making specific recommenda-
tions as to what they might need. I emphasized the variety of
such people that I knew in order to broaden the group’s knowl-
edge base of what was possible.

I'was asked whether I had any knowledge of how this kind
of function was organized in other companies such as theirs.
Again I had to admit to some knowledge, but I was careful to offer
a number of different options that I was aware of so as not to bias
the discussion or get into a direct argument with any member of
the group about the “right” way to do it. I found that I could give
information but always tried to cast it in the form of an issue,
the pros and cons of different approaches.

Interpersonal issues were obvious and ubiquitous. One of
the executive vice presidents, Tom Riley, was obviously a central
and aggressive figure in the group. He frequently argued with
Stone and between them the two used up a large percentage of
the group’s discussion time. One of the members was somewhat
hard of hearing and seemed to participate less, though it was not
clear to me at the time whether or not his reluctance to partici-
pate was related to the hearing disability.

When real disagreements erupted, there seemed to be a
norm to agree to disagree rather than to resolve the issue, a norm
that often left me wondering what, if anything had been decided.
It raised the possibility that the group knew that in such cases
Stone would resolve the issue after the meeting, but I did not
know enough of the history of the group to second-guess this as-
pect of their structure.

While all of these interpersonal issues potentially got in
the way of clear resolution of the problem of developing the cri-
teria for the selection of their human resource VP, at this first
meeting I could not possibly intervene on such issues directly
because I did not know enough about what was really going on.
Later in the project, after I had interviewed all the members of
the group and they had agreed to discuss “how the group func-
tioned,” it was possible to bring out these issues because they had

been brought out in individual interviews.
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The meeting ended with an agreement that Stone would
take down all my notes from the board and circulate them. Con-
siderable consensus had been achieved and a process agreed upon
for interviewing candidates. Criteria were to be tested by applying
them to each of the major candidates to be interviewed. At a later
meeting that I would attend, the prime candidates would be re-

viewed by the entire group.

Lessons. As I reviewed my role in this meeting, it was
clearly to force clarity of criterion setting by asking questions
whenever I felt that the group was being vague or ambiguous and
by testing consensus in areas of agreement. I also focused Fhe
group by recording their points on the beard and helped to design
the subsequent interview and selection process. All of these
interventions were clearly task process oriented, but they
involved the content of what the group was working on and thus
did not divert the group into a pure process discussion, something
that I thought they were not ready for.

Managing an Academic Group: Managerial Choices on
Intervention Focus

Does a line manager have the same range of choices as the
consultant in deciding on an intervention focus? I can answer this
question best by reconstructing some of the decisions I ha}d to
make when I was chairman of a ten-person academic group within
the Sloan School of Management at MIT. The managerial role ob-
viously required the setting of goals and targets, but I found‘ frpm
the outset that if I did not get complete consensus on the mission
of the group, any program of implementation was bound to fail.
So my first task was how to design a process that would ensure
consensus on what we were trying to do. o

My first interventions were to create opportunities in -
dividual conversations and in group meetings to discuss our prior-
ities. These priorities were 1) to create an environment in which
we could be productive researcher-scholars; 2} to develop a cur-
riculum that met the needs of our students and drew on our own
strengths; 3) to create a recruitment, hiring, and promotion sys-
tem that would ensure that we get the best possible colleagues
as positions opened up; 4) to ensure that we would attract the
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