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People in Organizations

‘People are our most valuable asset’
has become more than a cliché for
organizations in which more work is
done by fewer workers. To capitalize on
that asset, the human factor should
rank first among managerial priorities ...

[J We tend to think of organizations as being inani-
mate. We speak of organizational “‘structures’ and
“systems’’ as if an organization were a building or
a machine. Actually, it is more like a warm-blooded
creature. For it is first and foremost an assemblage
of living, breathing human beings.

It could be as big as a multinational corporation
or as small as a corner store; it could be seeking
profits or not, as in the case of a government depart-
ment, social agency or public institution. Whatever
form it takes, an organization brings people
together to work towards common purposes. And
each of these persons has a unique set of feelings,
thoughts and attitudes.

So anyone who works for a business or similar
organization must cope with other personalities.
Employees are enmeshed in a complex web of rela-
tionships. Bosses must deal with subordinates and
vice-versa; subordinates must deal with each other
on their own level; middle managers must deal with
people below, above, and sideways. All of these
individuals must “live” together for a considerable
portion of their waking hours.

As even the most happily-married pairs will
attest, it is not always easy to live with anybody.
People are awkward, inconsistent and unpredicta-
ble. They have prejudices, sensibilities, foibles and
weaknesses. They see things through their own
preconditioned perceptions, which might not accord
with reality. They have their justifiable pride and
sometimes quite unjustifiable egos. They do not
always say what they mean, or mean what they say.

If human relations are delicate anywhere, they
are especially so in the workplace. This is because

work is so important to people and their depen-
dents; it has a crucial effect on how they will live
out their lives. Thus they are extraordinarily touchy
about what happens to them in their jobs; normal
men and women who will laugh off a personal fault
in a neighbour will spend restless nights brooding
over the same fault in their working colleagues.
Such is the intensity of work relationships that they
can breed a mild form of paranoia. ‘‘He’s out to get
me”’ and “‘he’s got it in for me” are commonly-heard
expressions when workers talk in private about
their supervisors or managers.

Although there may be bad blood among workers
on the same level, the most harmful problems in
human relations are usually between superiors and
subordinates. In many cases these are the product
of a mutual inability to communicate. After a life-
time of listening to contending parties, the great
American judge Louis D. Brandeis wrote: “‘Nine-
tenths of the serious controversies which arise in
life result from misunderstandings, result from one
man not knowing the facts to which the other man
seem important, or otherwise failing to appreciate
his point of view.”

Unfortunately, the potential for such misunder-
standing seems to be built into the system. One of
the complaints most frequently expressed in sur-
veys of employees is that their bosses don’t keep
them informed about matters that affect their work
or careers. To paraphrase Judge Brandeis, one party
knows facts that are important to the other, but
refuses or neglects to share them until they burst
forth as disagreeable surprises. There could hardly
be a better formula for ensuring that people will put






