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In the contemporary landscape of corporate governance and institutional management, the capacity to navigate 

complexity is not merely an advantage; it is a prerequisite for survival. The seminal work of Lee Bolman and 

Terrence Deal, Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and Leadership, provides a sophisticated cognitive

toolkit designed to help leaders break through the limitations of narrow, single-perspective management. By

utilizing a multi-frame approach, practitioners can diagnose organizational dysfunction with clinical precision and

implement interventions that are both culturally resonant and structurally sound.

The Theoretical Foundation of Reframing

Organizational behavior is often characterized by ambiguity, conflict, and rapid change. Bolman and Deal argue 

that most managers fail because they rely on a single mental model—a "frame"—to interpret reality. When that 

frame proves insufficient, the manager simply tries harder with the same flawed logic, leading to a cycle of 

frustration and failure. Reframingis the cognitive process of intentionally shifting perspectives to gain a more

comprehensive understanding of a situation.

The core of the Bolman and Deal framework consists of four distinct lenses: Structural, Human Resource, 

Political, and Symbolic. Each frame represents a different set of assumptions about how organizations work and

what drives success. A leader who masters all four possesses what the authors call "artistry"—the ability to blend

these perspectives into a cohesive leadership style that adapts to the specific needs of the environment.

The Cognitive Architecture of Multi-Framing

At a technical level, reframing functions as a heuristic for decision-making. In a Structural mindset, the leader is an 

architect focusing on design and efficiency. In a Human Resource mindset, the leader is a catalyst focusing on 

empowerment and alignment. In a Political mindset, the leader is an advocate focusing on power and negotiation. 

In a Symbolic mindset, the leader is a prophet or poet, focusing on meaning and inspiration.

I. The Structural Frame: The Organization as a Machine

The Structural Frame is rooted in classical management theory and sociology. It assumes that organizations exist 

to achieve established goals and that specialized roles and units increase efficiency. This frame emphasizes the 

importance of differentiation (how tasks are divided) and integration (how divided tasks are coordinated).

Core Mechanics of Structural Design

Effective structural design requires balancing several competing tensions, often referred to as the Eight Structural 

Dilemmas. These dilemmas are critical for technical writers and managers to understand when auditing

organizational workflows:

•  Differentiation vs. Integration: As organizations become more specialized, the need for sophisticated 

coordination mechanisms (meetings, project managers, digital integrations) increases exponentially.

•  Centralization vs. Decentralization: Finding the mathematical "sweet spot" between top-down control and 

bottom-up autonomy.



•  Gap vs. Overlap: Ensuring no essential tasks are missed while preventing redundant efforts that waste 

resources.

•  Excessive Autonomy vs. Excessive Interdependence: Managing the friction between individual agency and 

team cohesion.

Table 1: Structural Configurations (Based on Mintzberg’s Model)



Configuration Type Key Coordinating 
Mechanism

Key Part of Organization Operational Context

Simple Structure Direct Supervision Strategic Apex (CEO) Start-ups, small businesses

Machine Bureaucracy Standardization of Work Technostructure (Analytic 
Staff)

Mass production, 
government agencies

Professional Bureaucracy Standardization of Skills Operating Core 
(Professionals)

Universities, Hospitals, Law 
Firms

Adhocracy Mutual Adjustment Support Staff / Project 
Teams

Tech R&amp;D, Creative 
Agencies

II. The Human Resource Frame: The Organization as a Family

The Human Resource (HR) frame shifts the focus from systems to people. It starts with the premise that

organizations and people need each other. Organizations need ideas, energy, and talent; people need careers,

salaries, and meaning. When the fit between the individual and the system is poor, both suffer.

Technical Principles of Alignment

To optimize the HR frame, leaders must implement strategies that align individual motivation with organizational

objectives. This involves a deep understanding of behavioral science, including:

1.  Investment in Human Capital: Treating employees as assets rather than costs. This includes rigorous 

recruitment, continuous training, and high-quality benefits.

2.  Empowerment and Participation: Moving beyond simple delegation to true psychological ownership. 

Technical implementation often involves High-Involvement Management practices.

3.  Team Dynamics and Interpersonal Skills: Utilizing models like the MBTI (Myers-Briggs) or Big Five 

personality traits to engineer high-performing teams where cognitive diversity is leveraged.

The Theory X vs. Theory Y Paradigm

Bolman and Deal heavily reference Douglas McGregor’s work. Theory X assumes workers are inherently lazy and 

require coercion (a structural fix), while Theory Yassumes workers are self-motivated and seek responsibility (an

HR fix). Technical analysis shows that modern knowledge work almost exclusively requires a Theory Y approach

for optimal output.

III. The Political Frame: The Organization as a Jungle

In the Political Frame, organizations are seen as coalitions of diverse individuals and interest groups. Conflict is 

viewed as an inherent and even healthy part of organizational life, as resources are always scarce and preferences 

are always divergent. Leadership in this frame is about the allocation of power and the management of conflict.

Mechanisms of Power and Influence

Technical leaders must master the "sources of power" to navigate organizational politics effectively:

•  Position Power: Authority derived from a formal job title.

•  Expertise Power: Control over specialized knowledge (critical in IT and Engineering).

•  Coercive Power: The ability to constrain, block, or punish.

•  Reward Power: The ability to provide incentives or career advancement.



•  Information Power: Control over data flows and communication channels.

•  Referent Power: Influence based on charisma and personal relationships.

Political Strategy and Coalition Building

Effective political leadership involves a three-step technical workflow: Mapping the Political Terrain , Networking/

Building Coalitions, and Negotiating. Leaders must identify key stakeholders, assess their interests, and

determine their power bases before launching any major initiative.

IV. The Symbolic Frame: The Organization as a Temple or Theater

The Symbolic frame is perhaps the most abstract but often the most powerful. It abandons the idea of the 

organization as a rational machine and instead views it as a cultural entity held together by shared meaning, rituals, 

and myths. In this frame, what happens is less important than what it means.

The Anatomy of Organizational Culture

Symbols help humans make sense of a chaotic world. Key components include:

•  Myths: The founding stories that explain why the organization exists.

•  Rituals: Routine activities (like morning scrums or annual retreats) that provide structure and connection.

•  Ceremonies: Grand events that signal transitions or celebrate achievements.

•  Metaphors: The language used to describe the organization (e.g., "We are a family" vs. "We are a 

professional sports team").

Leadership as Drama

In the symbolic frame, the leader acts as a Stage Manager. Every meeting, memo, and decision is a performance

that communicates values. If a leader talks about innovation but punishes failure, the symbolic message (fear)

overrides the structural message (innovation).

Comprehensive Matrix: Reframing the Leadership Process

The following table provides a side-by-side technical evaluation of how each frame approaches common

organizational challenges.



Leadership Task Structural Frame HR Frame Political Frame Symbolic Frame

Planning Setting objectives 
and strategies

Building commitment 
to goals

Allocating resources/
power

Creating a vision/
future story

Decision Making Rational analysis/
data

Open discussion/
consensus

Negotiation/
Compromise

Ritual to confirm 
values

Change Realigning roles/tech Training and support Developing new 
coalitions

Losing the old, 
birthing the new

Goal Setting Top-down directives Collaborative 
alignment

Result of bargaining Expression of 
ideology

Practical Implementation: A Technical Workflow for Leaders

To apply the Bolman and Deal model in a professional setting, follow this Multi-Frame Diagnostic Protocol:

Phase 1: Diagnostic Assessment

1.  Identify the Presenting Problem: What is the immediate symptom? (e.g., missed deadlines, high turnover).

2.  Structural Audit: Are roles unclear? Is the reporting structure too tall or too flat? Are there technical 

bottlenecks?

3.  HR Audit: Do people have the skills required? Are they motivated? Is there a lack of trust?

4.  Political Audit: Who benefits from the status quo? Who loses? Where are the power struggles?

5.  Symbolic Audit: Does the team feel a sense of purpose? Are there negative stories or toxic myths circulating?

Phase 2: Prescription and Intervention

Once the audit is complete, the leader must choose which frame(s) to prioritize. For example, if a project is failing 

due to lack of skill, a Structural fix (hiring) or an HR fix (training) is needed. If the project is failing because two VPs 

are fighting for control, a Political fix (negotiation) is required.

Phase 3: Execution and Iteration

Implement the intervention and monitor the results through the four lenses. Often, a fix in one frame creates a

problem in another. For instance, a structural reorganization may solve efficiency issues but damage morale (HR)

and break established cultural rituals (Symbolic).

Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes

Even with a robust framework, leaders often fall into predictable traps. Understanding these failure modes is

essential for technical accuracy in management.

1. The "Structural Over-Fix"

This occurs when leaders try to solve every problem with a new policy, a new software tool, or a reorganization. 

Symptoms: Increased bureaucracy, "process for the sake of process," and employee burnout. Solution:Pivot to

the HR or Symbolic frame to re-engage the workforce.

2. The "Political Naivety" Trap

Common among technical experts (engineers, scientists) who believe that the "best idea" will naturally win. 

Symptoms: Projects being defunded despite technical excellence, being blindsided by executive decisions. 



Solution: Adopt a Political lens to build alliances and secure resource commitments.

3. Culture-Strategy Mismatch

Attempting to implement a strategy that contradicts the underlying symbolic myths of the organization. Symptoms: 

Passive-aggressive resistance, "we've always done it this way" rhetoric. Solution:Use symbolic leadership to

reframe the change as a continuation of the organization's core identity rather than a departure from it.

Strategic Implications of Multi-Frame Thinking

The ultimate goal of studying Bolman and Deal’s work is to achieve Artistry. Leadership artistry involves the ability

to see the organization as more than just a set of tasks or a group of people. It is the ability to recognize the

interplay between the hard systems (Structure and Politics) and the soft systems (HR and Symbolism).

In the 21st century, where digital transformation and globalized workforces have made organizations more fluid and

less predictable, the ability to "reframing" is the ultimate competitive advantage. By moving beyond a singular, rigid

perspective, leaders can foster institutions that are not only efficient and profitable but also resilient, inclusive, and

meaningful. The multi-frame approach provides the necessary depth to handle the paradoxes of modern leadership

—balancing the need for control with the need for freedom, and the demand for results with the necessity of

purpose.

Through the integration of structural rigor, human empathy, political savvy, and symbolic depth, the professional

manager transitions into an artistic leader, capable of transforming complex organizational challenges into

opportunities for profound growth and innovation.
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