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Reframing organizations Bolman and Deal is a vital concept in the field of
organizational theory and management. Developed by Lee G. Bolman and Terrence E.
Deal, this framework provides a multifaceted perspective that helps leaders and managers
understand the complexities of organizations. By examining organizations through four
distinct frames—structural, human resource, political, and symbolic—Bolman and Deal
empower leaders to navigate challenges and implement effective strategies. This article
delves into each of these frames, their implications for organizational effectiveness, and
how reframing can enhance leadership and management practices.

Understanding the Four Frames

Bolman and Deal argue that organizations are intricate systems that can be interpreted in
various ways. Each frame offers a unique lens, allowing leaders to address different
aspects of organizational life. Here’s a closer look at each frame:

1. Structural Frame

The structural frame focuses on the architecture of the organization. It emphasizes roles,
responsibilities, and the arrangement of resources necessary to achieve goals. Key
components include:

- Organizational Design: How tasks are divided, coordinated, and supervised.
- Hierarchy: The levels of authority and the flow of information.
- Policies and Procedures: Rules governing behavior and decision-making.

In this frame, leaders are seen as architects who must design effective structures that
optimize performance. By understanding the structural frame, leaders can identify
inefficiencies and areas for improvement. For instance, if an organization is struggling
with communication, a leader can restructure teams or clarify roles to enhance
collaboration.

2. Human Resource Frame

The human resource frame centers on the people within the organization. It recognizes
that employees are not just cogs in a machine but individuals with needs, motivations, and
emotions. Key aspects include:

- Motivation: Understanding what drives employees to perform.
- Team Dynamics: How individuals work together and support one another.



- Conflict Resolution: Addressing interpersonal issues that may arise.

Leaders adopting this frame prioritize the well-being and development of their employees.
They focus on creating a supportive culture that fosters engagement and satisfaction. For
example, implementing employee development programs can enhance skills and morale,
leading to improved organizational outcomes.

3. Political Frame

The political frame acknowledges that organizations are arenas of power and conflict. It
recognizes that different stakeholders have varying interests, and these interests can lead
to competition and negotiation. Important elements include:

- Power Dynamics: Understanding who holds power and how it influences decisions.
- Coalitions: Forming alliances to achieve common goals.
- Conflict and Negotiation: Navigating disputes and finding compromises.

Leaders who operate within this frame must be adept at navigating the political landscape
of their organizations. They need to build coalitions, manage conflicts, and advocate for
their teams’ interests. For instance, a leader may need to negotiate with upper
management to secure resources for their department, showcasing the importance of
political savvy.

4. Symbolic Frame

The symbolic frame emphasizes the culture, values, and meaning within an organization. It
focuses on how members interpret their experiences and the stories that shape their
identity. Key considerations include:

- Culture: The shared beliefs and practices that define the organization.
- Rituals and Ceremonies: Events that reinforce values and foster camaraderie.
- Symbols and Narratives: The imagery and stories that convey meaning.

In this frame, leaders are seen as visionaries who inspire and motivate through shared
values and symbolism. By fostering a strong organizational culture, leaders can create a
sense of belonging and purpose among employees. For example, celebrating successes
through company-wide events can strengthen relationships and enhance morale.

The Importance of Reframing

Reframing is a crucial skill for leaders, as it enables them to shift their perspectives and
adapt to changing circumstances. Here are some benefits of reframing organizations
through Bolman and Deal's framework:



1. Enhanced Problem-Solving

By viewing challenges through multiple frames, leaders can uncover new insights and
solutions. For instance, if a project is failing, a leader can analyze the structural elements
(roles and responsibilities), the human dynamics (team morale), the political landscape
(stakeholder interests), and the cultural context (organizational values) to identify the root
causes and potential remedies.

2. Improved Communication

Understanding the different frames allows leaders to communicate more effectively with
their teams. They can tailor their messages to resonate with employees' needs and
perspectives. For example, while addressing a structural change, leaders can explain the
rationale behind the decision (structural frame) while also acknowledging the emotional
impact on employees (human resource frame).

3. Greater Flexibility

Organizations operate in dynamic environments where change is constant. Leaders who
practice reframing can adapt their strategies and responses to fit the evolving context. For
instance, during a crisis, a leader might initially focus on the structural frame to stabilize
operations but may shift to the human resource frame to support their employees through
the transition.

4. Strengthened Leadership Skills

Reframing enhances leaders' ability to engage with their teams and drive organizational
success. By recognizing and applying different frames, leaders can develop a more holistic
approach to leadership that balances authority, empathy, negotiation, and inspiration.

Implementing Reframing in Organizations

To effectively implement reframing within organizations, leaders can take the following
steps:

1.
Assess the Current Situation: Begin by analyzing the organization through each of
the four frames. Identify the strengths and weaknesses present in each area.

2.
Engage Stakeholders: Involve employees and other stakeholders in discussions



about organizational challenges. Their insights can provide valuable perspectives for
reframing.

3.
Encourage Open Communication: Foster an environment where team members
feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and perspectives. This openness can lead to
richer discussions and better solutions.

4.
Develop a Reframing Culture: Incorporate reframing into the organization's
culture by promoting continuous learning and adaptability. Encourage team
members to explore different frames in their problem-solving processes.

5.
Evaluate and Adjust: Regularly assess the effectiveness of reframing initiatives. Be
willing to adjust strategies based on feedback and changing circumstances.

Conclusion

Reframing organizations through Bolman and Deal's framework is a powerful approach
that enables leaders to understand and address the complexities of organizational life. By
examining organizations through the structural, human resource, political, and symbolic
frames, leaders can enhance their problem-solving skills, improve communication, and
foster a culture of adaptability. As organizations face continuous change and challenges,
the ability to reframe will remain a critical skill for effective leadership and management.
Embracing this multifaceted perspective not only empowers leaders but also enriches the
overall organizational experience for all stakeholders involved.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Bolman and Deal's
reframing organizations framework?
The main premise is that organizations can be understood and managed more effectively
by viewing them through four distinct frames: structural, human resources, political, and
symbolic.

How does the structural frame influence organizational
effectiveness?
The structural frame focuses on the architecture of the organization, including roles,
responsibilities, and processes, which helps clarify how to achieve goals and improve
efficiency.



What role does the human resources frame play in
organizational development?
The human resources frame emphasizes the importance of understanding people's needs,
motivations, and interactions, which is crucial for fostering a supportive organizational
culture and enhancing employee performance.

In what way does the political frame contribute to
understanding conflict in organizations?
The political frame acknowledges that organizations are arenas of power and conflict,
where different interests and agendas compete, making it essential to navigate alliances
and conflicts effectively.

How does Bolman and Deal's symbolic frame help in
organizational communication?
The symbolic frame highlights the significance of culture, rituals, and symbols within an
organization, suggesting that effective communication often relies on shared meanings
and values to foster unity and motivation.

Can the four frames be used simultaneously, and if so,
how?
Yes, the four frames can be used simultaneously; leaders can analyze situations from
multiple perspectives to gain a comprehensive understanding of challenges and
opportunities, enabling more informed decision-making.

What are some practical applications of the reframing
organizations framework in leadership?
Leaders can apply the framework by assessing organizational challenges through the four
frames to devise strategies that address structural inefficiencies, enhance employee
engagement, navigate political dynamics, and strengthen organizational culture.
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