
Bernard M. Bass 

13. Decision-making and 
organizational culture 

Abstract 

This paper is an attempt to merge models of 
organizational culture and organizational deci­
sion-mak ing. The culture is described as either 
transactional, transformational, both or 
neither. The organizational decision-making 
links in both forward and backward order, the 
phases of scanning, diagnosis, search/ inven­
tion, evaluation/choice, authorization and im­
plementation. The linkages and phases are ex­
pected to systematically vary with the five types 
of transformational/transactional organiza­
tions: garbage can, virtual family, bureaucracy, 
high contrast and coasting. 

A model of organizational decision-making 

Decision-making within organizations is a 
function ofthe culture ofthe organizations. For 
Schein (1985) culture manages management 
more than management manages culture and 
much evidence can be assem bied to support 
this contention (Bass, 1990, pp. 592- 594). Thus, 
decision-making is systematically different in 
'clan' and 'market' organizational cultures 
(Kerr and Slocum, 1987) and between coopera­
tives and publicly or privately owned businesses 
(Chitayat and Venezia, 1984). 

Rationality dictates an orderly, forward­
moving, causal means-to-ends in organiza-
ti on al decision-making. Organizational deci­
sion-makers are expected to be alerted to prob­
lems requiring solutions which would move 
them to make decisions. The decision-makers 
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are responsible for scanning the external and 
internal environments of their organization 
for such problems. As a problem becomes ap­
parent, it is brought into clearer focus . If it is 
judged of sufficient importance, a diagnosis 
of probable causes of the problem is made. 
Next follows a search for solutions. One ofthe 
alternative solutions is chosen by preliminary 
evaluation of alternative choices. Then, imple­
mentation of the selected choice is sought 
from higher authority and commitment is 
sought from those who must execute the deci­
sIOn. 

Observations and experiments suggest that 
this linear process of organizational decision­
making fails to fit descriptions of how organi­
zational decisions are actually made. 
(MacCrimmon, 1974). A non-linear process is 
involved. A model ofthe non-linear process, 
shown in Figure 1, was proposed by Bass 
(1983). 

As can be seen, the decision process may be­
gin at any ph ase. For instance, the decision 
process may begin with a favored solution 
needing justification. Scanning, diagnosis and 
search may be skipped. 

The process may move backward or forward 
from one ph ase to the next. Missing informa­
tion in the diagnosis may call for more scan­
ning. Again, phases may be skipped. There may 
be a rush from detection of the problem to a 
search for solutions. Feedback from an ad­
vanced phase in the decision-making process 
can stimulate an earl ier phase. A design failure 
may cause a return to revisiting available alter­
natives. When a group is involved in the deci­
sion process, the absence or presence of a 
member may substantially alter whether there 
will be progress or retrogression in the process. 

The quality of record keeping and the impor­
tance attached to the records and the time be­
tween phases will determine how much back­
ward-Iooking consideration will occur. 
Authorization and implementation will depend 
on how much higher authority and subordi­
nates have been involved early in the decision 
process. The logical forward-stepping is shown 
in Figure 1 as arrows a, b, c, d, and e. For a 
more realistic picture of how decisions are 
really made, we must add arrows a', b', c', d', d", 
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d"', e, and f, movements backward from later 
phases to earl ier ones. 

For example, linkage a' signifies th at prob­
lem discovery and diagnosis call for more de­
tailed scanning information. More scanning is 
required. Decision-makers remain unsatisfied 
with the explanations for the problem. They 
open the scanning lens wider to gather ad di-
ti on al experiences. They change the focus from 
one figure to another and may change wh at is 
figure and what is ground. Linkage b' describes 
that searching and innovative ideas produce a 
redefinition of the problem. Assumptions 
about the problem are questioned. Figure and 
ground are switched. 

The c' backward linkage is most common to 
the process of organizational decision-making. 
Evaluations and choice of solution are made 
prematurely. There is a foreclosure on what in­
formation will be sought. Information to be 
sought will be to justify the solution rather then 
to choose one solution from an array of alter­
natives. (Alexander, 1979). One favorite solu-
ti on is chosen early on, then a search is made 
for information to justify that choice. Decision­
makers become convinced quickly that they 
have the right answer to a problem and close 
the doors on further search or innovation. They 
of ten close the door on gaining commitment 
and involvement in the new plan by not involv­
ing the appropriate people in the decision­
making process. 

As shown in Figure 1, with feedback loop e', 
choice and evaluation may affect the diagnosis 
of what needs to be done. 

Rejected authorization or failure in imple­
mentation forces one 'back to the drawing 
boards' (or to the computer-assisted design 
programs) (d'), to redefining the problem (d"') 
or to further search for solutions (d"). For ex­
ample, higher authority remains unconvinced 
about the chosen solution. Or, employees resist 
the changes required if the solution is to be im­
plemented. These outcomes force the decision­
maker to reconsider other alternatives, to re­
view the diagnosis, and /or even to look for 
other problem conditions. A tremendous 
amount of energy and time may go into these 
recycling processes that mayor may not have 
added value. Through proper diagnosis, many 
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of these steps in the process could have been 
dealt with in parallel at the outset, thus reduc­
ing the cycle time for decision-making. 

I expect effective organizational decisions to 
be characterized by stronger forward linkages 
(a, b, c, d) with bursts of accompanying back­
ward linkages (such as c', b', and a') and some 
stronger backward linkages (particularly d'" 
and f). I expect ineffective organizational deci­
sions to reveal many weak and missing linkages 
and erratic movements back-and-forth. 

Orderly forward staging of the process is the 
rule in rational problem sol ving. A phase such 
as diagnosis must be completed before moving 
on to the search for solutions (Maier, 1963). 
Such idealized problem-solving can be con­
ceived in the model as maintaining strong, di­
rect, forward linkages from problem to search 
to evaluation (a to b to c). 

The process will be substantially different if 
the purpose is long-term such as to develop a 
new vision than if it is to solve a short-term 
problem. In the former, there will be greater ef­
fort placed on scanning, diagnosis, search and 
innovation. On the other hand, the short-term 
problem will involve, for example, a more ab­
breviated search. 

Cross-cultural differences are apparent. The 
French are likely to be more comfortable with 
rational problem solving; the Japanese will feel 
freer to work simultaneously at several phases 
in the decision process. Mexicans are likely to 
put more effort into the planning stage and less 
into the execution and implementation of the 
plans; North Americans will be more prone to 
rush to favorite solutions and implementation 
ofthem. 

Romantic, mystical, political, rationalizing 
organizations maintain strong backward lin­
kages from evaluation to search to problem 
(c' to b' to a'). Company image may be more 
important than logical reasons for a decision 
(Stagner, 1965). Demagogues present a plan for 
salvation, then move back (e') to invented 
causes. 

Linkages are skipped for emotional reasons. 
For example, scanning generates sympathy for 
a distressing state of affairs. Hasty short-term 
emergency aid is provided which skips diagno­
sis and search to generate long-term solutions. 
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There is premature closure about options 
(Alexander, 1979). 

Not shown in the model are other events and 
developments which further impede the as­
sumed orderliness of the organizational deci­
sion process: interruptions (a key diagnostician 
is called away for an emergency), scheduling 
delays (meetings are canceled), timing delays 
(the data being gathered takes longer than ex­
pected to obtain), speedups (higher authorities 
with greater amounts of discretionary power 
are brought into the decision process), com­
pressions (the required decision is needed in 24 
hours instead of 24 days) and failures (prom­
ised help does not materialize) (Mintzberg, 
Raisinghani and Thoret, 1976). 

In sum, organizational decision-making does 
not ordinarily occur in the ne at rationallinear 
order. It is erratic, cyclical, and politica!. It may 
reverse its process and skip phases. Decision­
makers need to be able to move backwards as 
well as forwards in the process. At times, failure 
to pay attention to backward linkages can be 
disastrous. The Saturday Evening Post pursued 
the logical progression in decision-making 
when its profitability declined. To increase rev­
enue, it chose to increase its subscriber list 
through promotional campaigns for economy 
of scale and to reduce costs per unit published. 
The Post was bankrupted. lts decision-makers 
failed to go back to fully diagnose its most im­
portant sources of profit and cost. Profit ac­
crued as a consequence of its advertising rev­
enues; costs, not profit, increased with 
increases in its list of subscribers. 

The phases and cause-efTect linkages be­
tween the phases of the model are likely to be 
observed. However, they will differ in amounts 
of time and resources dedicated to them. Dif­
ferent individuals and groups will attach differ­
ent importance to the phases and linkages. Ef­
fective decision processes will devote amounts 
of time to each phase of the decision process 
consistent with the realistic needs of the prob­
lem involved. Decisions will be inefTective when 
some phases are given too much time and 
others too little. For example, to satisfy the 
whims of a senior executive, decision-makers 
will devote too much time to justify a favorite 
solution to a problem instead of spending the 
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time searching for better alternatives. They will 
skip from diagnoses directly to justification of 
the favorite solution. 

A model of organizational culture 

The Organization Description Questionnaire 
(Bass and Avolio, 1991) consists of 24 state­
ments to be judged true or false by members 
about their organization. Two factors emerged 
in analyses, transactional and transforma­
tional. In the transactional organization, expli­
cit and implicit contractual relationships pre­
dominate. Job assignments and conditions, 
disciplinary codes and benefits are explicitly 
spelled out. Implicit individual incentives are 
provided. All have a price for their motivation 
to work. Commitments are short term. Self­
interests are stressed. Individuals are rewarded 
contingent on their performance. Manage­
ment-by-exception is actively practiced. Mem­
bers work as independently as possible. Coop­
eration depends on power or negotiations. 
Decisions are based mainly on precedents. 
Everybody bargains with everybody else for re­
sources. Bypassing channels is not permitted. 
There is little identification ofthe members 
with the organization or its mission. Managers 
are mainly negotiators and resource allocators. 

The transformational statements described 
the organization as a learning organization and 
as one in which members shared transcendental 
goals. In the organization with high scores, 
members have great feeling of belonging. 
Commitments are long term. Leaders and 
members share mutual interests and a sen se of 
shared fates. They are interdependent. The in­
clusion of assumptions, norms and values 
which are transformationally based does not 
preclude individuals pursuing their own goals 
and rewards. Both can occur at the same time 
when there is alignment with a central purpose 
and the coordination required to achieve it. 
Without such alignment, much conflict is likely. 

There is strong identification with the 
organization firms and its goals. Members are 
proud to belong. They go beyond their self­
interests for the good of the organization. 
Members have mentors, coaches, and role 
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a. Scanning detects a possible opportunity, threat, varia nee or disturbance. 

a'. Diagnosis calls for more detailed information. 

b. Discovery and diagnosis determines the direction and location of search. 
b'. Search and innovation produce redefinitions of the problem, changes in level of aspiration, and displacement of the 

ideal. 

c. Search and innovation provide what is to be evaluated and chosen. 

c'. Evaluations and choises foreclose on what will be sought. Search is conducted to justify wh at has a lready been chosen as a 
solution. 

d. Evaluation ad choise must be authorized before being implemented . 
d'. Rejected authorization or failed implementation forces reevaluation; (d' ) redesign or (d") redefinition. 

e. Problem diagnosis determines the evaluation and choice. Search is eliminated. The solutions to the problem are given by 
the diagnosis. 

e'. The evaluation ad choice result in modifying the diagnosis. What we want to do leads to our articulating that we have 

problems. 

f. Implementations experience changes scanning focus. 

Fig. I. A model of organizational decision-making (from Bass, 1983) 

modeis. There is much discussion in the organ­
ization about purposes, vision, and the meeting 
of challenges. Members go out of their way for 
the good ofthe organization. Mistakes are 
treated as learning opportunities. Astrong 
feeling of belonging is encouraged. 

The resulting organizational cultures can be 
typed according to how much they are trans­
formational or transactional. Five types are 
singled out for discussion: garbage can, virtual 
family, bureaucracy, high contrast, and coast­
ing. We are Iikely to see systematic differences 
among the five types in their patterns of organ­
izational decision-making. 

The garbage can culture (Cohen, March and 
Olsen, 1972) is one which lacks both transfor­
mational and transactionalleadership. The 
garbage can is rare among the five types in 
utilitarian organizations, but is seen more fre­
quently in collegial organizations. In the gar-
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bage can organizational culture, preferences 
are ill-defined, inconsistent, unc\ear, uncertain , 
or problematic. It is an organizational anarchy. 
Learning is only from trial-and-error. Prece­
dents are accidental. Participation in the deci­
sion process is capricious; the mix of decision 
makers changes unsystematically and acciden­
tally. As a consequence, with reference to the 
model of organization decision-making, scan­
ning is intermittent. Diagnosis and solutions 
depend on who shows up for a decision-making 
meeting. Discussion is likely to skip around 
with little c\osure on any phase of the process. 
Linkages among phases of decision-making are 
particularly weak. I speculate that of the five 
types of organizations, the garbage can is most 
prone to interruptions, delays and failures . 

The virtual fam ily organization is high in 
transformational scores but low in trans ac­
tionalleadership scores. Everyone is likely to be 
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constantly talking about purposes, vision, val­
ues, fulfillment, without emphasizing the need 
for formal agreements and controls. The lack of 
transactional specifications, without a lot of 
experience, makes it difficult to be certain 
about what people will do. Much depends on 
trust. Trust is internalized rather than depen­
dent on formal agreements. 

Expressiveness is likely to be high. The orga­
nization's structure is loose, decentralized and 
flat. It is flexible, adaptive, dynamic, and infor­
mal. Stressed is the potential ofthe organiza-
ti on and members to grow and improve. Crea­
tivity is high. Outsiders may have a problem 
knowing what to expect. 

As for its organizational decision-making, 
the virtual family culture is likely to engage in 
wide and narrow scanning. These will result in 
strong forward linkages to intensive diagnosis 
and wide search for alternatives. Premature 
c\osure will be avoided as there will be a will­
ingness to step backward as necessary. With 
strong mutual trust and empowerment, there is 
a willingness to move back-and-forth among 
the phases of the decision process. The mem­
bers tend to be confident th at authorization 
and implementation will be achieved because 
of early commitments. Nevertheless, the virtual 
family organization is one which must wrestle 
with too much innovation and change. lts deci­
sion process may suffer from lack of forma I 
coordination, considerations of cost controls, 
implicit but ambiguous agreements and un­
written, unc\ear, rules and precedents. I expect 
th at speedups and compressions of the decision 
process will be most common in comparison to 
the other four types of cultures. 

The bureaucracy is high in transactional but 
low in transformationalleadership. Almost 
everything is regulated by rules and/or nego­
tiations. lt is hierarchical and mechanistic. The 
bureaucracy as defined by its transactional 
leadership is likely to lack concern for the in­
dividual and for new ideas. Self-interest is more 
important than the interest ofthe group. Short­
term goals prevail. There is much emphasis on 
the use of controls, directions and standard op­
erating procedures. The bureaucracy is an in­
ternal marketplace in which much is negotiated 
according to the 'rules of the game.' The organ-

Bernard M. Bass 

ization has a stabie, centralized, tight, and tall 
structure with a top-down chain of commando 
Members have little discretion and are moni­
tored and controlled. 

In the bureaucratic type of organization, I 
expect that much of organizational decision­
making would be 'Iawyerly'. Precedents and 
rulebooks would be emphasized. Looking 
further in terms of our model of organizational 
decision-making, we should see specialization 
of assignments. For instance, the sectors to be 
scanned would be defined and allocated. 
Schedules of movement from one phase to an­
other would be arranged. Unforeseen voluntary 
backward linkages would be discouraged. 
Commitment and authorization would require 
moving through different layers of the organ­
izational hierarchy, making commitment of 
lower levels (overcoming resistance) and 
authorization by higher levels, a slower and 
more difficult process. More focus onjustifica­
tion in the context of rules and precedents 
would be needed at every step. Of the five types 
of organizational cultures, I would hypothesize 
that the bureaucracy would have the least in­
terruptions, scheduling delays, speedups and 
compresslOns. 

The high-contrast culture contains a lot of 
both transformational and transactionallead­
ership. The effective military organization is 
illustrative. In the high contrast organization, a 
great deal of both management and leadership 
activity occur. There are often questions about 
the best ways to proceed. There are likely to be 
conflicts over the rules and the old ways of 
doing things, but much of it is constructive. 
Maintaining a balance between the strong 
transformational and the strong transactional 
aspects of the organization requires trust in the 
individual and organization, especially when 
trade-offs are required between short-term 
gains ofthe individual member and the long­
term gains of the organization. 

In terms of the model of organizational deci­
sion-making, we are likely to see heavy invest­
ment in each of the phases from scanning to 
authorization with demands for progress. 
Backward movement is a source of conflict 
with much questioning about whether it is nec­
essary. I would expect to see a lot of speedups 
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and compressions in the high contrast organi­
zation. 

As shown in Figure 2, the organizational 
type of culture which lies inbetween these four 
extremes of culture - garbage can, virtual 
family, bureaucracy, and high contrast - is seen 
to be moderate in both transactional and 
transformationalleadership. It is a coasting or­
ganization. It is the most commonly observed 
by members among the five types. The coasting 
organization is characterized as neither extre­
mely transformational nor extremely transac­
tional. Managerial and leadership activity 
tends to be moderate. The organization moves 
along leisurely, not as well as it might with its 
resources. If it is possible to do so, the status 
quo will be maintained. It has no 'stretch' goals. 

lts organizational decision-making is Iikely 
to be more erratic and leisurely. It may find it­
self recycling through all or parts of old deci-

Low 

High Virtual Farnily 

Traosfonnatiollal 

Low Garbage Can 

Fig. 2. Organizational culture types 
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sion processes. These may be simultaneously 
efforts to activate linkages a and a' or band b' 
or c and c', etc. Authorization and implemen­
tation may be particularly difficult. 

Summary and conclusions 

Organizational decision processes will be sys­
tematically different in the five types of organi­
zations proposed. Thus, in the garbage can or­
ganization, scanning will be intermittent, 
decision phases will be weak among the Iink­
ages. In the virtual family organization, scan­
ning will be wide and narrow with strong for­
ward linkages. The bureaucracy would assign 
specialists to scan and unforeseen Iinkages 
would be discouraged. The high contrast 
organization would invest heavily in scanning 
and the phases to be linked. The coasting 

Transactional 

High 

High Contrast 

Coasting 

Bureaucracy 
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organization's scanning would be more hap­
hazard and its movement through the phases 
more leisurely and erratic. Interruptions and 
delays would be readily tolerated; speed ups and 
compressions unlikely. 
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