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MANAGERIALISM IN YOUTH AND COMMUNITY WORK:

A Critique of Changing Organisational Structures and Management Practices

SUE BLOXHAM

The purpose of this paper is to explore the development of hierarchical structures
and the growth of managerialism in contemporary youth & community organisa-
tions. | shall attempt to show that the traditional organisational design of youth
services, whilst matching the complexity of the work and the culture of the service,
has considerable weaknesses in relation to improving practice and in providing
quick and creative responses to our hostile and dynamic environment. However,
changes that are being made in relation to increased bureaucracy and centralised
control do not seem to tackle these weaknesses, but may well damage the morale
and commitment of good and effective staff. | shall conclude by suggesting alterna-
tive approaches to the management and organisational design of Youth and
Community services.

The Structure Of Organisations

Mintzberg (1979) defines organisational structure as ‘The sum total of the ways in
which .. (an organisation) divides its labour into distinct tasks and then achieves
coordination between them.’ (p2). Handy (1985) agrees that structure seems to
have two clear elements within it; one which is about the formal roles that people
have and may include elements of hierarchy, lines of accountability and job
descriptions, (see a typical organisation chart); and another is the linking mecha-
nisms between those roles. Morgan (1986) makes the point that we tend to think of
organisations as machines and therefore design them in a rather mechanistic way,
ignoring the influence of people upon them. The development of organisation the-
ory appears to be partially a development of our understanding about how organi-
sations are affected by those within them and the task that the organisation has to
achieve. Explanations have moved from a bureaucratic, mechanistic analysis
(Weber 1947), to an ‘organic’ explanation stressing diffusion of power and com-
munication (Burns & Stalker 1961); to the ‘contingency’ approach with an empha-
sis on the match between organisational variables and structural design (Hage
1980) [all from Hall 1987].

Mechanistic/bureaucratic:

The mechanistic, bureaucratic organisation is an approach to structure that
‘emphasises precision, speed, clarity, regularity, reliability and efficiency achieved
through the creation of a fixed division of tasks, hierarchical supervision, and
detailed rules and regulations’ (Morgan 1986, p24) It is imbued with the idea of
rationality and efficiency. However, it requires that the component parts (workers)
will behave like machines. Yet, as Morgan says, the tasks facing organisations are
far more complex and erratic than those facing machines. Therefore the approach
has been criticised for the following limitations:

1. It disregards the human elements of organisations and can have a
dehumanising effect, particularly at lower levels in the organisation.



It encourages people to obey orders rather than show initiative or
question what they are doing.

It can’t adapt easily to changing situations
It can cause ‘mindless, unquestioning’ bureaucracy

4. It tends to compartmentalize and cause unnecessary barriers to
communication and innovation

5. Clearly specified job roles have a side-effect of telling people what
‘is not expected of them'. This is likely to limit initiative and flexibil-
ity in responding to change.

(How many times have | heard youth workers say | can’t do so and
so because it isn’t in my job description)

Organic

Organic theories of organisational design have been strongly influenced by the cri-
tique of classical scientific/mechanistic approaches. Theories of human motivation
(eg. Maslow) and job design (e.g. Hertzberg) emphasised the need for work organi-
sations to take into account the social and psychological ‘needs’ of human beings
in order to be fully effective and make good use of their human resources. In other
words, organisations need to blend human and technical factors and this notion is
known as the ‘sociotechnical’ approach to organisational design. -

Open systems
Organic approaches to organisation theory have been expanded to take into
account not only the need to consider socio-technical principals in organisational
design, but also the fact that organisations are part of and ‘open to” their broader
environment.

Contingency theory

An obvious development from the ‘Open systems’ approach, with its recognition
of the impact of different internal needs and external circumstances on the organi-
sation, has been the notion of ‘contingency’ theory. That is, the notion that the
most appropriate form of organisational design will be dependent or (contingent)
upon the task and environment with which the organisation will have to deal.
Burns and Stalker (1961) and Lawrence and Lorch (1967) (cited in Morgan 1986)
were influential in the development of this theory, and in the period since the six-
ties, many research studies have tried to illuminate what organisational character-
istics are best matched to different tasks and environmental circumstances.

Summary .

The debate almost seems to have come full circle. The major rejection of the
mechanistic/bureaucratic approach in favour of ‘organic’ designs has now been
displaced by the idea that almost any organisational structure may be suitable.
What seems to be more important now is less the intrinsic merit of a design, and
more, its effectiveness in meeting the internal and external needs of a given organi-
sation. In other words the congruence between the structure and the demands that
are being made of it.



The following table from Harrison (1987) illustrates some of the current thinking
about the conditions that best fit mechanistic and organic organisations.

Conditions Affecting the Fit of Mechanistic and Organic Systems

Description

Mechanistic

Organic

Roles,
responsibilities

Coordination and
Control

Communication

Supervision and
Leadership

Sources of knowledge

Specialized, clearly
defined

Supervision, rules
standard procedures
detailed plans;
frequent evaluation
based on meeting
objectives, standards

Top-down emphasis:
top management has
key outside contacts

Non-participative, one-
on-one; loyalty to
superiors stressed
position and experi-
ence grant authority.

Local, internal

Diffuse, flexible
change through use

Consultation among
all having related
tasks; flexible plans;
diffuse, changing
goals; evaluation of
results over longer
time frame.

Multidirectional:
multilevel contacts
with outsiders

Participative team
styles: emphasis on
task, team, organisa-
tion; expertise &
knowledge grant
authority.

External, cosmopoli-
tan, professional

orientation
Fit best when Mechanistic Organic
Technology is routine (well under- nonroutine (not well

Task environment

Personnel expect

Effectiveness criteria
stress

stood, standardised).

Predictable (simple,
changing predictably)

High level of structure
and routine; control
from above. '

Efficiency; standard
predictable operations
and outputs; ease of
control from top.

understood; or
designed for each
problem).

unpredictable (comp-
lex, changing
rapidly).

High levels of role
flexibility, challenging
work.

Creativity, innovative-
ness, adaptiveness,
quality of work life,
development of
human resources.

Harrison (1987) p82



Youth Service Organisations

I now wish to use this potted summary of organisation theory to examine youth
service organisations and whether their traditional and changing organisation pat-
terns are congruent with their needs. That is, is there a good fit between organisa-
tion designs (including their management practice) and the nature of the organisa-
tion’s staff, tasks and external environment.

In my experience, youth service organisations (large enough to employ several
full-time workers) have traditionally fallen into what Mintzberg would call
Professional Bureaucracies and strong elements of this organisational form con-
tinue in contemporary organisations. Professional Bureaucracy is one of a number
of ‘ideal type’ structures through which Mintzberg has attempted to formalise key
elements of contingency theory. In other words, he has categorised different types
of organisation and discussed what contingent factors they are best suited to. For
example his Machine Bureaucracy is typified by the MacDonalds restaurant. An
organisational form which works well for the continuous production of standard-
ised products requiring low level staff skills, and operating in a fairly stable exter-
nal environment. (Works well for whom you might ask!)

Mintzberg describes the Professional Bureaucracy as the structural configuration
that appears when an organisation is largely made up of skilled workers; profes-
sionals. These people take a long time to train, and complete complex tasks. -
Teachers and doctors are good examples of such professionals because their tasks
are highly complicated and skilled. Because the tasks are so complex, the workers
retain high levels of discretion. Many judgements are involved and this gives them
considerable control over the performance and outputs of their work.
Standardisation, or quality of outputs, is not controlled by direct supervision but by
‘professional’ standards. These are learnt through training and experience, and are
regulated by professional bodies and peer pressure from outside any one organisa-
tion. For example in the field of youth and community work, the strong emphasis
on anti-oppressive practice is determined by the broad professional and academic
youth work community nationally. That community has far greater influence on
these matters than the particular organisation that any one of us operates in.
Indeed, the emphasis on anti-oppression in the professional Youth Work commu-
nity may be in some conflict with many employing organisations.

Whereas the Machine Bureaucracy relies on authority of a hierarchical nature -
the power of office - the Professional Bureaucracy emphasises authority of a
professional nature - the power of expertise (Mintzberg 1979, p351)

However, such organisations remain bureaucratical (as defined by Mintzberg from
Weber) because the behaviour within them is ‘pre-determined or predictable, in
effect, standardised’. There are formalised methods and procedures for dealing
with things; relationships between different roles are predictable. Mintzberg makes
the point that bureaucratic does not equate with autocratic and organisations can
be decentralised bureaucracies. Higher Education is a good example of this with
heavily bureaucratic systems for timetabling, examining, validation and decision-
making, yet traditionally very decentralised in its power structure.



Mintzberg’s category, therefore, describes very well the traditional educational
institution or the organisation of hospitals, social work and other human service
agencies. Individual staff work largely autonomously and because there is little
need for direct supervision, the organisational shape is flat with broad spans of
managerial control. Middle management is of minor importance because there is
little point in the direct supervision of staff. Furthermore such professionals not
only control their own work, but also tend to exercise collective control over other
aspects of the organisation that affect them. The committee structures that abound
in Universities are an excellent example of this collective control. Senior manage-
ment, whilst having less power than in other types of organisational structure, still
hold more power than any other individual professional in the organisation.
However that power may be overwhelmed by collective resistance.

It is possible to see why Professional Bureaucracy is an important configuration to
discuss in relation to the Youth Service where the staff are highly trained (com-
pared with staff in MacDonalds) and they perform tasks that are so complex that
they cannot be easily broken down and specified (witness competency lists). It is
also difficult for those outside the Youth and Community field to assess the quality
of the work. Thus the staff retain high levels of discretion over their performance.
For example, during a period of one year when | worked as a full-time youth
worker for Lancashire Youth Service, my line managers did not once observe my
work with young people; | had considerable control and discretion in relation to
my work, much as | do now as an academic. However, despite the level of worker
autonomy, youth service organisations have remained largely bureaucratic in the
sense that there are formalised procedures and a reasonable standardisation to
activities. Good practice is frequently determined outside any individual organisa-
tion as part of ‘professional’ standards. For example, the development of girls’
work has filtered into organisations not by senior management dictat but by main-
stream workers in contact with a wider community of youth workers, and pressure
groups, who are able (if somewhat slowly) to exert collective influence on their
organisation. Furthermore, youth work staff expect to have considerable control
over their organisations and to be consulted about changes and developments.

Contingent factors

How effective is this traditional structure of Youth and Community organisations
for their current role and contemporary external environment? In order to answer
this question, it is necessary to consider what Mintzberg identifies as the contin-
gent factors related to Professional Bureaucracy. That is, under what circum-
stances is it an effective organisational design? Mintzberg argues that a
Professional Bureaucracy is appropriate for organisations:

1. Where the staff do complex, skilled work
2. Which operate in a stable external environment
3. Where the technical systems are unsophisticated

To what extent are these an accurate description of youth work organisations?
























