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ABSTRACT
This docunent askg vhether a stress situation created

in an organization could be controlled and used to inflaence the :
decisionmaking process., The hypothesis tested was that stress induced
“intentionally by a change agent in. a target agency, with consequent
. generation of strain between the actors of the organizational, would
‘result in the development of new goal orientations. The study,
conduycted in a poor rural southern county, attempted to discover the
nature of the dysfunctional forces at work in the county which
~prevented the target agency directors in rural areas from :

- participating in the federally funded programs, how the change agent

‘manipulated the disruption variable of stress-strain within the

_target agencies, and the effect of this manipulation on the
organization. Study findings revealed that the reluctance of staff to
take on a secondary mission which might end in an unfavorable ~

~ evaluation, a lack of expectations and directives from the State

level regarding such an activity, a lack of knowledge, and a lack of
leadership accounted for the failure of agency directors to apply for

federal project money. Additionally, the change agent exploited the
"~ relationship between the State department parent agency and the local
~-target agency to create an expectation. The result was the generation
. of strain in the relationship of the two actors vhich led ultimately
’ to the desired decision in the target agency. (Author/DN)
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ORGANIZATIONAL DECISION-MAKING AND THE CHANGE AGENT:
THE CONTROLLED USE OF STRESS

Variables of Disruption and Organizational Change

",, ;:has,yet to be the object of sufficiently sustained and cumulative socio—

Modern sociological theorists in their study of stability and change
have become increasingly conscious of the significant part playei in the
change process by variables of disruption such as: conflict, tension,
and stress-strain. A great deal of attentionﬁis being given to the means
by which disruptions force an organiz;tion from a stable tv a dynamic state
of equilibrium, - UThe key conCept," Merton states, "bridging the gap between :

statics and dynamics in functional theoty is that of strein, tension, con=

: R ST :
tradiction, or discrepancy between the component elements of social and

‘cultural structure. Such strains may be dysfunétional for the social system
in its then existing form; they may also be instrumental in leading to

_changes in that system, In any case, they exert pressure‘for change;"l,

" If one accepts the argument that stress,‘as a disruptive variable,
is a major initiator of organizatienal change, then a iogicai question
is: can strees be injected intentiona11§ intu an:organizetiOn and con=
trolled to the extent thet plenned and direeted chsnge can take'nlaCe?

The literature is unfortunately silent on this issue. Mertdn, thOugh

' points out the: need for basic 1nquiry into this subiect by stating that

i ;".,. . strains are not alone in making for change in a social structure,

but they do represent a theoretically strategic sourCe of change which
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making process. Within the framework of a general hypothesis that there.
is a relationship between stress-strain and decision-making, an interim
hypothesis wes formulated: |

Stress induced intentionally by a chenge agent in a target

agency, with consequent generation of strain between the actors

of the organization, will result in the development of new goal
orientations., :

"Stress" refers to differing interpretations between members of the.
same organization on goals or the means which should be utilized to achieve
goals. "Strain" is the behavioral manifestation of a stress situation.3
"New goal orientation” refers to the adoption of a new objective via a

specific decision.

Setting of the Study

This study tock place ir the Southwestern part of the United States
in one of three economically deprived, rural counties selected by the
Department of Agriculture for an experiment utilizing the Change Agent
'concept.’ The county will be referred to as Pobre County. It was one of -
the 100 poorest counties in the United States, with a population of approx-: i
imately 17,000 and a per capita income of $1,0305 In 1968,pwhen this sbudy:f~‘"
took place, the rate of'unemployment was placed at 11.6%. |
Pobre County was selected for the Department of Agriculture 8 Change o
“Agent experiment because it represented a typical pattern that had been i
'kkvidentified in rural poor counties throughout the nation. Federal Project

' funds were flowing almost exclusively into urban areas at the expene*of
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areas unidentified dysfunctional forces were renderiné these organizations
inactive (in terms of sponsoring federal projects.)

Searching for a way to counteract the trend, and still not violate
the maxim of local and state control over development projects, the Depart-
ment of Agriculture placed a Change Agent in Pobre County. The Change
Agent was placed in what can be thought of as a classical role. He had
no authority over any of the organizations with which he was to deal. He -
had no federal funds with which to work; even his salary ﬁas paid by_the
State Department of Vocational Education. He worked out of a barren, two
room office with only the support of two secretaries. The mission of the
Change Agent was'to manipalate the federal, state and local target agencies’

‘in such a way as to induce them to sponsor federally funded projects,

Strategy of the Study

The writers, in the role of participant-observers, spent approxi-
mately one year visiting the county. They attended meetings, reviewed
correspondence, and interviewed virtually -all of the membera of’the_leadere,i;
ship strueturelof_the'county (as defined‘hy a power:study). The writers
set out'to determine, in brief: (l) What was the nature of the dysfunc-

tional forees at work in the county which prevented the target agency

directors in rural areas from participating in the federally funded prOetn;t,."~:

dgrams? (2) How was the Change Agent manipulating the disruption variablej

_.of. stress-strain within the target agencies? and (3) What was the effect;;iff

V;Qof this manip"ation on“”he organizations? k;




f'fthought to altering the traditional patterns by adOPting the secondary

s:pmissiOn of sponsoring a federally funded project. This organization was, ‘lﬁj
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their attempts toéexplain the process of change. The participant-observer
approach permits the gathering of data on a day-to-day basis, thus giving
the observer a close view actoss time of the alterations in the patterned
interaction of an organization.4 -

The writers observed the Change Agent manipulating several target
agencies, 1.e. injecting a stress situation, but‘for the sake of clarity
and brevity, only one typical case will be reported. The target agency
in question was one of many county branches of a state‘organization. The
target agency in Pobre County had a county director and a staff of about
ten people. The county director reported directly to the state supervisor
who had an office in -the state capitol. |

The target agency in Pobre County had the capability of managing
federally funded projects which would have the effect of injecting many
thousands of dollars into tke local, depressed economy as well as providing -
a uariety of training programs for the "hatrd core" unemployed. Leadinglup
to .the arrival of the Change Agent, the target agency had neither applied ;
for nor used any appreciable amount of federul project money., For as long

as anyone could remember, the organization had not-altered its normal*

- patterns of activity. The primary mission of the targer agency wes being

carried out faith ull,, and no one within the organization had given much g7;§l57
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",Void exists. The local government personnel lacks the eipertise;"
- ne, their ' n “

s.‘,

A reluctance on the part of the county agency directors to
tale on a secondary mission which might end in an unfavor-
able evaluation. Every federal, state and local organization
has a primary mission which is defined by law or by policy.
The Depurtment of Health administers health cases, the public
school educates the young, the Soil Conservation Services

. provides technical assistance in agriculture, and so forth.

These primary missions do not include participation in Federal
Projects; any agency which elected to participate would be
adopting a secondary .iission.

~ The directors of agencies in Pobre County were evaluated on

the conduct of their primary mission. The acceptance of
Federal Project money means that an gency director is willing
to be evaluated on a new and unfamiliar program., The prospect
of the evaluation frightens many directors because they feel
the results will reflect negatively on their primary mission,

A lack of expectations and directives on the part of the state
level department parent organizations to the effect that county
level organizations should attempt to obtain federal funds for
project development. The writers found no county level agency
directors who reported that a supervisor at the state level had
ever asked them to apply for federal funds., County level direc~
tors tended to feel no expectation that their state supervieors
wanted them to sponsor federally funded projects.

A feeling on the part of the county organizations that the admin-
istration of federal projects would only mean more work and a
diversion of time' from their primary missions. No material re~ -
wards and few psychological rewards are offered to an agency
director who chooses to Sponsor a program,

Gaps in the government's communication network which prevents
county organizations from finding out about available federal

funds. Those rural organizations which might be willing to

sponsor a prograni often never hear ‘about available money.

A lack of leaders with high status who have access to high rank—‘
ing government officials. Outside of the school system and the

few local government offices, no highly educated people reside
~in Pobre County. All of the local goverrment positions, with
“the exception of one, are held by truck drivers, store owners,

merchants, small ranchers, end the ‘like. In short, a professionelfn
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Stress~Strain

The second major question raised in“the strategy of the study was:
How was the Change Agent manipulating the variable of stress-strain within
the tavget agency? That is, how was he using this variable of disruption in
his attempt to overcome the dysfunctional forces which tended to reinforce
a steady state of equilibrium within the organization?

Bertrand defines the variable of stress-strain in an organizational
framework:

"To the extent that there are differences in interpretation which

are translated into action patterns, the system undergoes stress

+ + o+ Strain is a behavioral manifestation which cannot be sep-

arated from its source of stress, It relates to the degree of

control which the given individual or group exercise over their
tendency to deviate from norms because of role conflict. . ."3

The Strategy of the Change Agent

In terms of the case study, the important point to consider is the o
interpretation of the task of the target agency director in Pobte County
as seen by the incumbent and as seen by his supervisor in the stgteyeepitoi{nyi':
On a trip to'Washington, the Change Agent 1eerned ofuthe availabilitynof’

federal funds for which the target agency could qualify. ~The ptogtom waék'7

to provide job skills for the "hard core" unemployed.;
| The Change Agent knew ha would meet resistance from the target agency

director, so he announced his idea in a way that would answer most of the °;
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"I had trouble selling him on the ideaiﬁ the Change Agent said.

"When I met with the staff I found that their main concern was the extra
work and the.time it would take from their regular jobs." For several
‘weeks informal meetings were held with the staff. No progress was made
toward their acceptance of the Change Agent's idea. The target organiza-
tion was still unwilling to make the decision to apply for federal project
funds.

Federal programs are structured in such a way that few rewards other
than personal satisfaction are offered to project initiators. The members
of the agency were already deriving personal satisfaction out of conducting
their primary nissions efficientlg. The Change Agent could not threaten
any form of punishment because in doing so he would lose his rapport immed-
jately. "You can't pressure these people too much or they will never talk

to you again," he said.

The vulnerable spot that the Change'Agent exploited was the relation-

ship between the state department parent agency and the local target agency.

-~ The parent agency had no expectation that the local target agency should

,adopt a secondary mission. By initiating a stress4strain situation between’g

the two systems, a cheindof’events began which led to a major decisfon by e

| the target agency.

The Change Agent was 1egitimized by the nature of his role to visit L

'f‘;ithe parent agency supervisor at the state caPitol.‘ To do this without the}f] o
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director. It implied that he had run out of arguments, orvpatience, and
was, perhaps unwittingly, authorizing the Change Agent to see the super-
visor of the agency. The Change Agent now could continue to wotk from’At
within the organization ane would not lose his rapport with the target
agency director by going over his head.

The Change Agént found that members of the parent organization in
the state capitol did not know much about the substantive area telated to
the proposal for federal funds or the technical aspects of proposal writing.
They knew that federal money was available, but hadn't studied the sit-
uation sufficiently to determine how the money could best be used.

The Change Agent presented to the supervisor, just as he hadkdene'
with the target!agency director, concldsive evidence that the agency qual-
ified for the federal money. The mere the Change Agent refined the prospects
‘of the program for the supervisor, the more interestedkthe supervisor Beeame.je
The supervisor thought that the idea of the Change Agent had preﬁise, aﬁdtt ‘
’ he said he would talk to the director of the target agency. TﬁetChahge -'f
:Agent reported, "He would never order the [target agency] director to get

into this thing, they don't work that way. The decision to adopt a secondaryl
'k,mission 1as to be made at the local level."e' B

> The writers feel this was the turning point in the efforts af the

‘f;_;QChange Agentlto induce the target:agency‘to make the decision”to adopt~
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As the state supervisor began tc discuss the prospects of adminis-
tering a federal project with the local target agency director, a strain
began to develop in their relationship., The strain felt by the target
agency director existed because for the first time he {elt the supervisor
expected him to adopt the secondary mission. Whereas, at one time the |
state supervisor and the target ageacy director agreed on the task of the |
target agency director,'they no longer did. The supervisor felt the target
agency director ought to pursue thekfederal {uads to support & secondary
mission, and the target agency direvtor did not want to do so.

It should be remembered that at no time dfd the supervisor ask the
target agency director to submit a proposal, but the target a;ency director
sensed the expectation. "My [state supervisor] bscame interested in his
[the ChsngevAgent's] idea." the’director reported.'“ andﬂths'three"of.ds.
worked out a plan. At first I wasn't very comfortablekwith the idea,‘but
1ater on I saw that it was a good thing." The decision was made to submit

a project propousal, and the target agency director was - the one who made that

decision. When the writers asked the director if his [state supervisor]‘had
made the decision to submit a proposal for federal tunds, the director stated h
"No, == I did." The director was not aware that his decision -- one which :
he had opposeo - had ‘been the final step of a sophisticated strategy planned

e by the Change Agent.

The third major question proposed in the strategy.of the study wss.,f“f“




f the director of the target agency and the state supervisor of the parent

' ! 10-

The Change Agent helped the target agency staff prepare for their
new obligations. Regular workshop-type sessions were held. The Chsnge .
Agent algo wrote a large part of the proposal, utilizing expertise that
was not available to the state supervisor or the target agency director.
"They didn't know enough about labor coees, building materials, and
training techniques to write the proposal themselves," the Change Agent
said. The strain situation and the resulting tensions had been reduced
because tne state supervisor and the target agency director now had a
similar definition of the task of the target agency director, with refer~

énce to the secondary mission.

ggnclusion
In terms of the interim iiypothesis, the writers conclude that simply B
interjecting stress between all the actors of an organization will not i
guide the organization toward making theidesired decisions. A random,
as opposed to specific, interjection of stress wiilkgenerate strain be-‘
tween individual staff members and the necessary intra-organizational '
coordination will be jeopardized.
The writers found that the Change Agent interjected stress between i

: sgecifi members of the organization. The stress wag interjected between s




this study suggests that strain can be deliberately manipulated in such

a way as to give direction to the de;ision-making process. L
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