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There is a wonderful, light exercise that can be used to surface and "see" organisational culture. This involves asking everyone to give advice to an imaginary prospective staff member on how to impress in his or her interview. They might say, for example, how he or she should dress, speak and behave in order to get the job. A few years ago this advice in a South African NGO might typically have suggested the following:

· wear jeans, brown leather, no ties, loose dresses, satchel bag

· have a notion of "relevance", be in touch with political happenings, have lots of anecdotes from the field

· chat a lot, be friendly, ask questions, don’t defer (overtly) to leadership, be flexible and willing to go the extra mile

Put another way, you could ask anyone in an NGO what the organisation is "actually like", and you will probably get a description of its organisational culture. The "actually" part of the question is important – it asks to hear about that part of the organisation which is true, or real, in practice, often despite its policy, stated norms values and mission. It refers to the lived norms and habits of the organisation that form its persona. Because it lives despite the conscious intentions of those creating it, the organisational culture is also known as the organisational unconscious.

The organisational culture necessarily contains aspects of shadow and light, of habits that are functional and dysfunctional, of practices that might be considered positive and those – when revealed to one’s awareness – are admittedly negative. The organisational culture is a crucial element of organisational life. It holds things together – it is the fabric of "the way we do things around here" – but is also where bad habits become entrenched and good intentions go awry. The light exercise described above, if pushed further, might have yielded tougher descriptions of the organisation: Perhaps that the friendliness was a substitute for a lack of clarity of purpose, that the informality masked an inability to function in the "real" world, that the absence of deferral to leadership pointed to an absence of a management function.

In the hierarchy of organisational elements, culture comes just below "vision", and just above (inter-personal) "relationships". Culture is not simply an accumulation of the various, complex and often fraught inter-personal relationships of an organisation. It is the very expression of the organisation’s character. Together with the organisation’s mission, vision and strategy, the organisational culture constitutes an organisation’s identity. As the mission, vision and strategy express the outer purpose of the organisation, its work in the world, the organisational culture expresses its inner life and character - the way in which it pursues its work in the world.

As consultants working with organisational change one of our tasks is to render the invisible aspects of organisations more palpable. Culture is central here. We see organisations as whole, living systems. When you "meet" an organisation, you are encountering its culture. When you describe this in a report (often using metaphor and analogy), you are sketching the organisational culture. When you present the organisation with what you have seen and experienced and you are told you are missing the point, you are often talking to the darkest recesses of the organisational culture – that part that will resist change at any cost.

Interestingly, people are most able to describe organisational culture when they take themselves out of it. The frustrated administrator who says that "nothing will change because "they" (meaning the bosses/inner circle) won’t change", is describing something that is true – the intransigence of those in power. However, there are other truths that she (it remains that in South African NGOs, the administrator is almost invariably a "she") is not acknowledging. One is that her refusal to believe in change being possible – and thus not changing herself - is itself a major contributor towards that being a self-fulfilling prophecy. In organisational culture we are all implicate, we are all co-creators – from the most to the least powerful in the organisational pecking order.

Culture changes slowly and in incremental moves. The process of coming to see the culture of one’s organisation (painful as it often is) is the start, but not the same, as the process of changing it. This is because culture cannot be worked on directly. In fact, grasping organisational culture is difficult precisely because it cannot be singled out and named…and still remain the thing we are trying to describe. When we aim to tackle culture directly we are left with little other than a list of values or "new behaviours" which sound hollow even as they are brainstormed and modelled into a charter for the organisation to take home. While this step may be an important part of the process of change, it is most definitely not the change itself.

Rather, organisational change happens through a complex mix of bringing the past to consciousness, tackling individual will and motivation and working on other elements of the organisation, through making specific plans and action plans for changing those elements that are more visible and those that are easier to grasp conceptually. Even with the right mix in a change process, there is no guarantee that it will "take". The test lies in the extent to which people stick by their commitment to do things differently…and in the process, create something new, including a new set of habits that the organisation begins to live by. The cumulative effect of all of these changes – if they are really undertaken – is to bring about change in the organisational culture, change in the way things are done in the organisation.

Today NGOs are somewhat different from that described at the start of this article. While the overall impression of informality remains, there is a new crispness, the outcome of the drive to make NGOs "more professional". So people dress better, your chances of being welcomed at the door by a focused receptionist are greater than they were. If we don’t know where the Director is when a donor comes visiting, we don’t admit to it any longer. Now we offer them a cup of tea and make-a-plan. Generally, the staff of NGOs are better able to describe what it is they are trying to achieve, and to explain how their work (project) contributes towards that. We have been through several rounds of management training, ZOPP training, report writing skills, computer training and performance appraisals. Technology is big in NGOs. No longer does the fieldworker write their report by hand, or queue for the single office computer. Access to cars is clearly provided for and understood, and almost everyone has a cell phone.

There have been some losses too. While objectives and anticipated outcomes are recited with a certain precision, the driving force for NGOs, their fundamental value-base and social vision may have receded. We come less to contribute towards a shared purpose and more to build our skills-basket, to make ourselves more marketable and (somewhat defensively) to find arguments that rationalise our existence in terms of "usefulness". As the parts of NGO existence have become better defined, so our sense of the big picture – the "whole" that we are and to which we are contributing – has lost its edge.

In culture terms, this crispness risks turning to hardness. Clarity of outputs and systems has not brought with it a corresponding sophistication in leadership and management approaches. And by "sophistication" I mean quality engagement with the complex human challenge of harnessing individual will and ambition to the broader good to which the organisation aspires; creation of a space for the organisation to express – and assert – its identity, sometimes despite what the corporate nature of the systems and outputs requires. To meet the expectations of delivery and professionalism, we actively threaten much of what makes NGOs worthwhile – their embodiment of civil liberty, creativity, mobility and human-centredness.

While not caused by this shift, two darker aspects of NGO culture are becoming more prominent as a result of the gaps this shift has created. In our day to day talk we call these racism and "the problem with admin". More specifically, NGOs are struggling with race relations and with relationships between people of different rank within the organisation. Much of this is subliminal. While individuals may be acutely aware of these struggles, organisationally, they, and our inability to resolve them, tends to be hidden in the unconscious – and this is precisely why they are presenting as cultural problems.

Overt racial conflict may be a lot easier to name and even deal with than the cheerful colleague who greets everyone …then moves to the offices of white colleagues to consult on matters of significance…or the white co-worker who "happens" to second-guess the information and decisions of his black counterpart – everytime. Or the black manager who accepts the position and accompanying status yet is unable to act on it when it comes to supervising black co-workers…or the white researcher who disagrees with a black colleague, yet chooses to withhold the disagreement …or the black co-worker who encourages her colleague to take an opportunity – then sneers behind her back with other black colleagues about whites who think they can have everything.

Race is an issue in NGOs. Call it racism, although already there you have the element of blame, and the implicit suggestion that the problem lies only in individual’s attitudes and behaviours. Call it what you like. Racism, victim-syndrome, black insecurity, white arrogance, dishonesty, kindness and politeness…whatever. We have a problem. And speaking culturally, what has become entrenched, what has entered into the organisational unconscious is the powerfully defeatist belief that "people won’t really change" (and so our own responses – insecure, arrogant, dishonest, kind, polite – are entirely justified, even required, under the circumstances).

One of the greatest challenges facing OD consultants is to work with this problem with the appropriate sensitivity and historical understanding in an "organisational" way. What does this mean? It’s about treading the line between individual responsibility and structural environment in such a way that noone is let off the hook, yet noone is blamed or scape-goated. We are all terrified of talking about these things. Rightfully so. They cut to the heart of who we are. It is not a solution to march in cut it open and let it all hang out. But softly gently slowly cautiously, we all need to begin to acknowledge that this is a key cultural challenge facing us as NGOs in South Africa today. And acknowledging it begins always with acknowledging what I bring to the situation, what I have contributed to keep things as they are. In race relations, as in organisational culture, we are all implicate.

A similar lack of organisational consciousness pervades the way in which relationships between those performing the field and managerial functions in NGOs and those performing the administrative functions are dealt with. Indeed, it is probably a difficulty in all organisations, but in NGOs it is often overlaid with a racial, class and gender dynamic. While transformation of field and management staff profiles continues to yield a degree of diversity in these teams, we are all still served largely by black women who are paid less than those they are serving. This is a reality, and not one that can be wished away by recruiting white men into clerical positions or even through striving for parity in pay scales.

The reality is that the managers and field teams drive the strategy of organisations and to that extent, they exercise greater leadership and ownership of the organisation. Further, and harder to face, programme work (not programme officers) is the reason for the organisation's existence. Ultimately, the job of "admin people" is to support programme staff in the execution of their duties. There is no getting around the fact that their job is to serve their colleagues. In NGOs, given our history of informality and denied differentiation, this is a tough issue to face up to.

For people working in administrative support, there is the question - what is our core business that can be done with pride and professionalism? For management – what can we ask of the administrative support, what can we not ask, how can we achieve this in practice? Individually, each person can reflect on what they bring to the dynamic. Yet organisationally, the reality may continue – and deep down inside, no one believes that anyone else will change. "Admin" believe that unreasonable demands will continue to be made of them (so even reasonable demands are suspect) and field staff and management continue to believe that they will not get what they need (so the occasional outburst is justified).

The effect of these two phenomena, combined with the new organisational and cultural environments in which we work, results in organisations that can be described with painful accuracy by individuals within them, yet are unable, as a whole, to change what they are "actually" like. Practices that feel safe for individuals continue to undermine the health (and sustainability) of the organisation. "Careerist" approaches to one’s position are reinforced, we take what we can and want and we move on. For those who cannot move on - and many, particularly in administrative positions are trapped - a guarded impassivity descends. Attitudes and beliefs about "the other" become entrenched and we cease to really see or hear one another.

In the short term this undermines the viability of our organisations as we leave and seek alternative places where we imagine our full human potential will be recognised and given space to flourish, or we stay put and be contrary. In the long term it undermines the very project that NGOs should be central to pursuing – an affirmation of a common and full humanity in society. The more these cultural phenomena exert their grip, the less chance we have of building NGOs that are vibrant, open and human workplaces, attractive to those with whose values the lived culture resonates.

What does it all mean? And here, perhaps, the approach of Organisation Development has something to offer the diversity approaches. NGOs are dealing not just with the problem of individual behaviour and relationships, nor simply with socially perpetuated racism and classism. There is another player here – the organisation itself. It softens the exchange of the personal and inter-personal, yet remains something tangible and change-able, not dependent solely on broad social shifts, but driven by the particular people who make it up.

Conceptually, we place culture between the organisation’s purpose in the world and the inter-personal relationships of individual staff members. Our major cultural "stuck-ness" manifests at the level of relationships. Looked at using this framework, it suggests that organisationally, something is out of balance. Simply put, we are unable to deal with our problems around race and class because we are not really working towards something, together.

To tackle the problem only at the level at which it manifests would at best change very little, at worst exacerbate the situation. Perhaps the challenge is to go beyond where the problem is manifesting. To consider seriously the fundamental orientation of NGOs - their social purpose, their shared value base; their way of working, irrespective of the standards set for them by project-orientations, corporate approaches and government bureaucracy. We need to emerge confidently out of our decade-long identity crisis and define for ourselves our place in the world.

Internally, this will offer to staff and prospective staff a way of working, an approach and a set of non-negotiables with which they are free to associate and to which they are free to contribute, if they so wish. It would limit the extent to which NGOs are held ransom by entrenched grievances and denied behaviours. It would provide the means for facing bad habits, and an alternative to them, one in which all staff - black and white, admin and managers - might find meaning and purpose. This is no small task, and requires long term commitment to, and vision for, NGOs themselves from those leading within them. Yet without such a broad, organisational perspective, we will all remain stuck in our righteous anger, smug superiority and hurt disappointment, ensuring that things "never change".
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