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CHAPTER 6 
ORGANIZING AND RE-ORGANIZING 

Perhaps there is ordering, but there is certainly no order.  This is 
because … orders are never complete.  Instead, they are more or 
less precarious and partial accomplishments that may be 
overturned. … [T]he idea that there is a single order … is the 
dream, or the nightmare, of modernity.  But there never was a root 
order, so we have to replace this aspiration by a concern with plural 
and incomplete process of social ordering. (Law 1994:1-2) 

Overview 

One of the weaknesses of earlier industrial ethnographies is that they 

have largely described the corporate context as a bounded system (Holzberg & 

Giovannini 1981:330).  This resulted in a focus on dynamics internal to the 

corporation.  A major thrust of this dissertation is to demonstrate that 

corporations evolve in a dynamic relationship to external factors as well, and that 

an understanding of these factors is critical for adequate analysis of the 

corporate landscape.  Developments in the economy and the high tech industry 

provide a backdrop for how change is rationalized (and even naturalized), and for 

how these changes have played out at TechSoft.  

This chapter is primarily about the organizational change activities that 

were an integral part of TechSoft during the period of my research.  The 

management literature argues that dynamic organizations are requisite for 

survival in the high tech industry.  This chapter explores how changes are 

rationalized within the bureaucratic framework at TechSoft, how practices evolve 

in response to changes external to the corporation, and what measures are taken 
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to ensure compliance and cooperation of employees in these activities.  By 

bringing an anthropological perspective to this topic, this chapter seeks to move 

beyond normalizing explanations of organizational change.    

Creative destruction (Schumpeter 1975) is a distinctive feature of 

capitalism that helps to explain the voracious demand for new goods and 

services, as well as the pervasive acceptance of (and even demand for) 

corporate change.  However, this chapter shows how the management literature 

perpetuates the discourse on the necessity of change, and demonstrates some 

of the ways that an anthropological perspective can provide a more nuanced 

understanding of these activities.   

Rationalizing Change 

In the U.S., the work of management schools and corporations are deeply 

intertwined.  While this fosters a greater understanding of the corporate context 

in the university setting, it also ensures that the evolving technologies of the 

workplace are informed by academic research.  It is thus not surprising that both 

social science and management literature agree with industry experts that re-

organizing is a critical component of success for high technology companies 

(Beyer 1990:20, Du Gay & Salaman 1992:617, Dyck 1997, Gregory-Huddleston 

1994, Jelinek & Schoonhoven 1990, Kanter 1983, Kanter et al 1997, Kleinburg 

1994, Reynolds 1994, Schoonhoven & Jelinek 1997, Sexton 1990, Tushman & 

Anderson 1997).  In fact, change is deemed necessary for adjusting to evolving 

market demands and priorities.  
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There are two social science paradigms that inform our analysis of 

organizational change.  One is rooted in a socio-psychological understanding 

that can be traced from Durkheim through the Human Relations school of 

thought and into the Total Quality Management (TQM) practices of the 1980s.  

The other is rooted primarily in rational, economic understanding, traceable from 

Marx through scientific management and into the Business Process Re-

engineering (BPR) practices of the 1990s.  Barley and Kunda (1992) have 

argued that the dominance of these paradigms has alternated consistently from 

one to the other, and that the transition is triggered by the advent of new 

productive technologies and related changes in the economy.  While it is beyond 

the scope of this research to assess the validity of these claims, it is nonetheless 

apparent that in the past twenty or so years, these paradigms have become 

increasingly interwoven, in the search for a higher order of corporate 

predictability and employee control.  Proponents of the latest management fads 

have sought to distinguish one fad from the other, but the reality is that 

formalized accounting practices, computing technologies, and management 

consultant methodologies like TQM and BPR share the common objectives of 

streamlining work to increase productivity and reduce costs.   

For example, the rapid growth of manufacturing during the Industrial 

Revolution both encouraged and was built on the extensive use of information to 

control business processes and outcomes; this appetite for information in turn 

encouraged the diffusion of technologies – including both office equipment and 
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bureaucratic techniques1 or systems that supported information use (Yates 

2000:107). Later, expanding conglomerates of the 1960s (Bugos 2000:114) led 

to a further detached and depersonalized management-by-numbers approach.  

Leveraging new computing technologies, Management Resource Planning 

(MRP) systems developed in the 1970s to support the demand for business 

analysis, and in the 1980s MRP evolved into to Enterprise Resource Planning 

(ERP).  These computing technologies meet the demands of the service 

economy by automating office functions, much as robotics are used to automate 

assembly line work.  Routine tasks are automated so employees can take on a 

broader range of responsibilities and work longer hours.   

Office automation software like ERP is based on “best practices” or 

“process models” which in theory should be part of the company’s business 

process at the outset.  However, studies have demonstrated that business 

processes are usually being changed during the implementation (Markus et al 

2000, Nance 1996), rather than using the software to automate processes as 

they exist at the start of the implementation.  In conjunction with a reduction in 

hierarchy, full time employees find themselves working side by side with a 

growing number of temporary workers (Greenbaum 1995:103).  All of these 

factors have resulted in a growing association of these approaches with 

                                            
1 For example, Boards of Directors in the railroad industry cultivated and became 

dependent on local, white-collar middle management (Zunz 1990:126) to monitor both for safety 
and for financial objectives.  Gradually from these and other concerns formal practices emerged, 
including the development of safety regulations, managerial reporting techniques, standardization 
and documentation of work activities, and accounting practices (Yates 2000:111, Zunz 1990:50).  
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measures such as headcount reductions (Brown & Duguid 2000) and cost-

cutting.   

The growing involvement of Big Six accounting firms into management 

consulting activities has further reinforced mathematic, scientific approaches to 

analyzing business.  Recently, these consultants have shaped, marketed, and 

sold their services using such labels as “Total Quality Management” and 

“Business Process Re-engineering”.  Corporate change management activities 

have thus become a lucrative market in their own right.  The legacy of Durkheim 

and Mayo has been recognized in TQM and more recently in the Excellence 

literature (Du Gay 1996, Miller & Rose 1995, Morgan & Sturdy 2000, Rose 

1989).2  Much like Human Relations and later industrial psychology, these newer 

practices seek to ensure employee participation in the workplace, to give work 

meaning for employees, and ultimately enhance their work performance as a 

result of their alignment with organizational objectives.  These ‘quality of work life’ 

initiatives are based on the assumption employees who are satisfied with work 

will naturally be motivated to improve their performance, and to allow work to 

extend into their personal lives.  Thus, the effort to improve the quality of working 

life is considered to be a win-win for both the corporation and the employee.  Of 

particular interest for this dissertation is the way in which the psychology of the 

worker has become a key element in workplace analysis and optimization.  

                                                                                                                                  
These techniques were dispersed between organizations through the migration of middle 
managers between corporations (Zunz 1990:48). 

2  This literature includes books like Deal and Kennedy’s (1982) Corporate Cultures, and 
Tom Peters and Waterman’s (1982) In Search of Excellence. 
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Social scientists have provided insight into what drives worker behavior and 

engagement, and this information has enabled management teams to instill self-

management practices (or technologies of the self) in employees. The focus is 

still very much on maximizing what the corporation can extract from each 

individual employee.      

It is now well accepted that Total Quality Management (TQM) has its roots 

in Human Relations movement of the 1930s (De Cock & Hipkin 1997:662).  TQM 

was formulated as a discipline the 1940s and 1950s with W. Edwards Deming’s 

work in Japan.  He used statistically grounded methods to engage all employees 

in kaizen, the continual improvement of product quality.  Deming “subscribed to 

the Japanese-influenced idea that success depends not on any individual’s 

striving, but on the harmony of the workplace as a whole” (Kleiner 1995:5). One 

of the core principles of TQM is that experts cannot optimize work as well as the 

people who do it every day; employees must be active participants in the quality 

improvement effort if it is to be successful.  Deming was discovered by American 

companies in the 1980s (Kleiner 1995:3), but while TQM is still discussed in 

management literature (De Cock & Hipkin 1997), it has become much less 

prevalent than it was at that time.  Some have argued that TQM did not 

experience the great success in the United States that it had in Japan in part 

because there were senior managers who did not want to relinquish control in the 

manner suggested by Deming (Kleiner 1995:5), which in turn decreased the  

engagement of front-line employees who were critical for TQM to succeed.  In 
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other words, the critics of TQM argue that it failed to optimize worker psychology 

in this formula for corporate change.  

More recently, Michael Hammer and James Champy’s book entitled Re-

engineering the Corporation (1993) focused on the three Cs – customer, 

competition, and change; it was timely for the dynamic and market-driven 1990s.  

Like Total Quality Management, Reengineering was focused on collaboration 

across traditionally siloed parts of the organization (Kleiner 1995), and on 

reducing both busy-work (Greenbaum 1995) and costs (Pinault 2000:15); in other 

words, it reiterated the same focus on productivity which also drove scientific 

management nearly a hundred years prior.  Downey (1995) reminds of the 

symbolic power of ‘engineering’ in re-engineering, by which he means using the 

authority of rational, scientific approaches to legitimize change management.  

However, in contrast to TQM’s approach to elicit collaboration in employees, 

Hammer advocated tying each individual’s success to the company’s success; 

he recommended that each employee’s “paycheck should rise or fall with the 

company’s bottom line” (Kleiner 1995:5).  This practice is known as variable 

compensation, and it is common in the high tech industry today, though shrinking 

profit margins have reduced the lucrative bonuses and profit-sharing practices of 

the dot-com boom.   

Initially Hammer’s approach had a great appeal, but by the late 1990s it 

was clear that the anticipated benefits of BPR would not materialize (De Cock & 

Hipkin 1997, Koch 2002a, 2002b, 2002c, Williams 2002), despite its founders’ 
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insistence to the contrary.3  Theorists seeking to explain the rapid demise of 

reengineering argued that its top-down approach and insistence on process 

made it an impractical and incomplete tool for effectuating change (Brown & 

Duguid 2000:97-98).  For the most part, criticisms charged that the authoritative, 

technocratic approach ignored corporate politics (Knights & Willmott 2000), and 

ultimately failed to account for the social complexity involved in change 

management.   

These critiques have opened the door for anthropologists to use 

ethnographic methods to analyze work processes and social networks, and to 

bring insight to the complexity of change management processes. There are both 

risks and opportunities for anthropologists in this space.  On one hand, an 

anthropological approach is a natural fit to for making sense of corporate 

complexity.  On the other hand, the need to provide rapid, pragmatic, and 

essentially reductionist solutions to urgent business problems is an ongoing 

challenge for practicing anthropologists in the corporate setting. 

Rational, quantitative (and now often computer-based) measures have 

become so integral to corporate life that we may fail to recognize their continuing 

influence.  But some theorists also argue that psychological or normative control 

                                            
3  This has been acknowledged by Hammer and Champy, who said that “as many as 50 

to 70 percent of the organizations that undertake a reengineering effort do not achieve the 
dramatic results they intended” (Hammer & Champy 1993:221).  They continue to insist, 
however, that with the proper expertise success is possible.  The authors argue that it was BPR 
and not the high tech industry that was a ‘key driver’ in the upswing of the U.S. economy in the 
late 1990s.  In a 2001 prologue to a reprint of the book, the authors said that it is “particularly 
ironic that information technology has been proclaimed as the force behind the renaissance of 
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has been on a steady rise in the corporate setting.  Perhaps, too, there is some 

validity to Barley and Kunda’s (1992) analysis, and we are experiencing a 

backlash against the rationalist approaches in favor of psychological ones.  The 

recent success of books like Good to Great (Collins 2001), which focuses on 

selecting impassioned, dedicated leaders to instill confidence and drive in 

employees, would support their argument.  I would posit that it is not so much 

that these practices are on the rise, but rather that there has been an increased 

focus on them by academics, especially as social scientists are increasingly 

engaged in critical analysis of the corporate context.   

Change Rationalized: TechSoft in Industry Context 

This discourse [on customer relations] has fundamental 
implications for management attempts to define working practices 
and relations and ultimately, has impact on the conduct and 
identities of employees.  Understanding these developments is not 
possible if analysis remains at the level of the organization.  It 
requires that … organizational restructurings, and the discourse 
which supports them, be located within the social and political 
rationality of the enterprise. (Du Gay & Salaman 1992:615) 

TechSoft’s early customers were primarily in the manufacturing sector, 

where the software met real, concrete operational needs – financial and 

warehouse management, for example.  TechSoft has modified its software over 

time to take advantage of emerging technologies; the company’s products have 

been adapted from the original incarnation on a mainframe, to client-server 

environments, and in more recent years, to the Internet.  These developments 

                                                                                                                                  
U.S. industry; in fact reengineering has been the key that unlocked the potential of this 



 213 

have each in turn presented a new - but still manageable - set of technical 

challenges to overcome.  In keeping with the above authors’ suggestions, this 

section describes some of the external conditions that led to a series of major 

restructurings during the period of my research, and examines how re-

engineering and market discourses were used in concert to rationalize those 

changes.   

Recently, rapidly changing economic conditions and purchasing patterns 

and more sophisticated consumer demand in the U.S. have presented 

challenges for the company; perhaps because TechSoft’s software developers 

are more removed from the demands of the U.S. market than those of its Silicon 

Valley competitors.  At TechSoft, decisions about which features and functions 

will appear in the product are made on a global basis after evaluating and 

prioritizing ‘roll in’ requirements from all regions.  Product Management mediates 

development teams’ relationship to the regions, so a developer’s primary 

interaction internally is with other developers, and not with internal or external 

customers.  Because of the breadth of the product and the amount of 

coordination that is required in developing complementary products, software 

development activities are for the most part driven by product requirements and 

release dates that are planned a year or more in advance.  The product breadth 

and complexity thus makes it difficult to respond in a nimble fashion to 

opportunities or changes in the market.  Since the U.S. market is driven by the 

                                                                                                                                  
technology” (Hammer & Champy 1993).  
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dynamic regional demands, the different time cycles and rhythm of the 

Development teams are sometimes perceived as being inflexible. 

Perhaps there is a certain truth to these perceptions of inflexibility.  

Compared to countries in Europe, United States labor laws are flexible, and lack 

of unionizing by white-collar high tech workers allows quick changes in U.S. 

staffing that are not permitted in other parts of the corporation.  For example, 

since layoffs are made complex by European labor laws, some developers were 

hired and many more re-trained, rather than the fire-and-hire approach that 

would have been more likely if the Development organization was based in the 

United States.  Greater U.S. involvement in the software development process 

would help to alleviate both of these issues, but there are very significant 

economic conditions and unspoken policies about where expertise should reside.  

A radical shift to U.S.-based development is unlikely, and there is little the 

subsidiary can do to influence the product development process to more 

effectively respond to their immediate, short term needs. 

In addition, long product development timelines demand organizational 

stability, so there is less dramatic organizational change in Development than in 

other parts of the company.  In fact, as an organization, TechSoft has established 

a variety of strategies that result in the Development organization remaining 

relatively static. There are some interesting parallels in organizational strategy 

between TechSoft software developers and the production facility of a 

manufacturing company.  For example, in a study of semi-conductor firms, it was 
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shown that the production team (who are equivalent to the developers) has to 

remain stable and consistent.  In contrast, the remainder of the organization 

needs to simultaneously cultivate innovation and organizational responsiveness 

in a dynamic relationship with the market (Gomez-Mejia & Lawless 1990).  

Developers, who were creating technologies as yet unimagined by their 

prospective customers, drove early product design at TechSoft.  However, the 

pervasiveness and possibilities of the Internet have transformed the applications 

of computing technology in business, so companies are demanding tools not just 

to manage day-to-day operations, but to help their employees make strategic 

decisions at every level of the business.  As the global software market grew in 

size and diversity, a plethora of small software companies emerged to challenge 

specific, targeted markets in which TechSoft also played.  While many of those 

dot-com competitors later failed or consolidated as the market became less 

lucrative, they nonetheless changed customers’ expectations about what 

enterprise software products could and should do, and how quickly software 

should come to market after having incorporated customer requirements.  In the 

software development industry, these changes have been framed as a customer 

or user research problem; these demands require a deeper understanding of the 

nuances of the customers’ business if applicable software is to be developed.   

As with other vendors in the same niche, TechSoft struggles to meet these 

demands, as the majority of its development team is committed to sustaining the 

breadth of the product that has already been developed.  In the late 1990s, as 
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the U.S. offices of TechSoft struggled, blame was partially placed on the delay in 

the product development lifecycle.  This in turn was attributed to the fact that 

TechSoft software developers are based in Europe, and are removed from the 

demands of the U.S. market.  The reality is that the maintenance of existing 

products represents the majority of most company’s development costs, which 

limits the resources that can be allocated to new product development.  

However, it is also true that the company was slower to market than many of its 

competitors for reasons unique to TechSoft.   

Internal challenges at TechSoft were compounded by what were later 

described as strategic errors in responding to changing market conditions. For 

example, the company was slow to change its sales tactics in response to 

changing buying patterns in the market.  Specifically, TechSoft recognized that 

the enormous sales of the 1980s and 90s are no longer a reality.  The pressures 

of the U.S. economic recession and other factors have made a greater number of 

small deals much more common.  Even companies with deep pockets have 

made adjustments to how they handle software purchases; purchasing strategies 

have been decentralized, making it harder to achieve a large, multi-business-unit 

sale.  IT purchases in general and for enterprise software in particular represent 

an enormous capital outlay, both for software licenses and for the required 

implementation services.  With the downturn in the economy, customers are 

reticent to purchase unless they have a clear indication that they will experience 

a return on investment (ROI).  Finally, small, nimble companies in the competitive 
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dot-com era challenged customer expectations about expenditures and rollout 

timeline.  TechSoft has now realized that it was slow to recognize and respond to 

these changing market conditions in the U.S., which have since made their 

appearance in markets throughout the world.  The company has since made 

changes in accordance with its new, more market-centric strategy; those 

changes were explored in Chapter 5, and will also be discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter.   

TechSoft survived this period in large part because it has a very loyal 

customer or ‘installed’ base.  In difficult economic times, companies with this 

advantage focus their energy on existing customers.  That is, they attempt to sell 

additional software and services where they have established relationships. 

Small or new companies without deep pockets, or companies that have only one 

product are disadvantaged under these conditions.  However, while the 

company’s market share is still good, profitability (and therefore contribution to 

the global organization) was poor during the period of this study.  TechSoft 

Americas spent too much money to make money, thus doing little to contribute to 

global profitability objectives.  These challenges were further exacerbated by a 

substantial amount of senior management turnover in the United States 

organization; in 2001-2002, every C-level executive (Chief Executive Officer, 

Chief Financial Officer, Chief Operating Officer) and numerous Executive or 

Senior Vice Presidents quit, retired, or was released.  In contrast to the buffer 

afforded the development organization, U.S. teams re-organized with increasing 
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frequency as TechSoft tried to find a structure and processes that would curb the 

disastrous drop in profitability and contribution. But ‘Best Practices’ were 

redefined with each new administration, and the lack of consistency resulted in 

poor regional performance during the period of this study.  These changes have 

made it nearly impossible to develop and manage to a consistent business plan, 

and also very difficult to sustain operational stability and a trusting relationship 

with the global organization.  During the latter part of my study, these 

circumstances resulted in a repeated cycle and a downward spiral of less 

revenue, unhappy employees, re-organizations, and more of the same.  The 

details of how this transpired, and how it compares to management literature 

discussion on the topic, is the subject of the remainder of this chapter. 

The Downward Spiral 

In earlier chapters, I described some of the ways that top-down corporate 

communications have been used to deliver key messages to the employee base.  

I have also briefly spoken about how alternate means of communications (which 

could be characterized as resistance) are used by employees to express fear 

and frustration.  As a way to introduce some of the change efforts that transpired 

at TechSoft during the period of my study, I would like to briefly explore what is 

not said during times of organizational transition and change. 

Two Kinds of Quiet 
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In the weeks following the close of every quarter, the organization as a 

whole is a in ‘quiet period,’ in which all sales paperwork is completed, numbers 

are compiled, and internal analysis of the revenue is completed and reviewed 

with a small group of senior executives.4  During the quiet period, no information 

about sales activity is discussed outside of the corporation. The review and 

reporting period usually lasts two or three weeks into the new quarter, and is 

often a time of speculation and projections by analysts about what company 

results and those of the competition will mean for corporate objectives and 

health, and also for the industry at large.  Once final information has been 

compiled in the U.S., it is reviewed with the global senior management team, and 

then released to shareholders and industry analysts. 

Once results have reached the public domain, the Board sends out a 

worldwide quarterly results mail, which signals the end of the quiet period.  In the 

following week, the Americas CEO, CFO, and U.S. Executive Vice President of 

Sales hold a call for the entire region, in which the quarterly and year-to-date 

results are reviewed and set in context of global organizational objectives, 

industry performance, and general economic trends (with a strong focus on the 

U.S.).  The call is a sort of corporate pep rally, in which the EVP of Sales calls 

out the successes of individual salespeople and teams; unusually large deals 

and new strategic alliances are also announced.  The CFO then also explains the 

sales results in the context of overall regional and global objectives for the year, 

                                            
4  This is in accordance with Security and Exchanges Commission (SEC) regulations.   
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and makes clear what impact these results may have on the payout of variable 

compensation to employees at the end of the year. 

The call is designed to keep the sales organization focused, and sets the 

expectations and pace for the remainder of the year.  By mid-October the third 

quarter is over and the quarterly results call is complete.  It is abundantly clear to 

everyone at TechSoft what measures are needed to make the numbers before 

the end of the year.  As a result, the fourth quarter is always a busy time, as 

sales cycles that may have lagged earlier in the year are pushed hard towards 

closing.  In general there is an incredible energy and intensity through the last 

few months of the year, and it is very difficult to pull salespeople and sales 

management into any non-customer related activity. 

The SEC quiet period is common knowledge throughout the industry, and 

thus there is no question or confusion when the financial achievements or 

outlook of the company is not discussed during or immediately following the 

close of the quarter.  In contrast, while TechSoft’s tendency to re-organize at the 

end of the year is fairly well known, these activities are consistently cloaked in 

secrecy under the premise that news of the changes might impact fourth quarter 

sales efforts.  These re-organizing efforts are thus discussed only in limited 

circles and with the utmost discretion; this is often challenging since hours and 

hours of analysis, secretive meetings and discussion are required.  For those 

involved, these activities must be attended to in addition to regular fourth quarter 

work.  The irony is that in the past few years these change management 
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activities have become so common that even if plans are not openly discussed, 

all TechSoft employees have nonetheless come to expect them. 

While policies vary with the management team in charge of the project, it 

is not atypical for employees participating in re-organization activities to sign an 

additional, more restrictive Non-Disclosure Agreement (NDA).  The terms of the 

NDA stipulate that discussion of re-organization activities with non-NDAed 

personnel may result in disciplinary action or termination.  In moments of 

frustration, team members have called the NDA ‘the cone of silence,’ or the ‘veil 

of secrecy.’  While project members recognize the need to limit the breadth of 

individuals involved in these efforts, at the same time they recognize that the 

decision about who will be NDA-ed (or not) is often a matter of politics and the 

personal preferences of the project sponsor; criticizing the list of NDA-ed 

employees becomes one of the ways to express frustration or dissatisfaction with 

company direction in general and with members of senior management in 

particular. 

While there has been sociolinguistic work on resistance in the workplace, 

there has been very little research done on the role of peer-to-peer (or lateral) 

communication.  Because top-down corporate communication on impending 

changes is infrequent or non-existent, personal networks become a key to 

information and even survival in this dynamic context.  It is not uncommon to see 

colleagues ducking into conference rooms to build coalitions regarding proposed 

organizational changes, or to fish for information from someone they suspect is 
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NDAed.  This presents a rich area for further study, though data collection (even 

and maybe especially for those with insider status) is quite difficult.  As will be 

described later in this chapter, in the absence of a sanctioned space to raise 

questions, public Internet chat rooms act as virtual water coolers, a place where 

frustration is expressed or knowledge exchange takes place between disgruntled 

or terminated employees and other interested parties.  These forms of 

communication create networks of alliances between staff, which in turn inform 

and protect individual concerns in the face of ongoing organizational change 

driven by corporate interests. 

Fourth Quarter Whispers 

The first rustling of leaves on the ground doesn’t quite disguise the 

whispers of organizational change that have been a part of end of year activities 

at TechSoft in the past few years. Woven into the highly charged energy of fourth 

quarter sales has been the realization that less revenue means fewer workers. In 

retrospect, it is interesting to observe how the communication to the organization 

on these processes has varied from one year to the next.  In general, it is 

understood that the company will make adjustments each year, but each year 

these changes vary in magnitude and breadth of impact.  In all cases, however, 

re-organization activities are undertaken in conjunction with budgeting, and in 

such a way as to minimize the impact on sales productivity in the all-important 

fourth quarter.  During the budget process in the fourth quarter, the process of re-

organization is set in motion.  The process begins as leaves begin to fall, and is 
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actualized in the aftermath of fourth quarter results, in the bleakest months of 

winter. 

Even before the terrorist activities of September 11th 2001, a downward 

trend in TechSoft Americas’ sales and profitability had already caught the 

attention of global senior management.  In an unusual move, several of the 

Board members came to the United States to actively engage in planning and 

help articulate the goals for the coming year.  This signaled a new approach to 

annual organizational and financial planning for the U.S subsidiary, one that was 

much more driven by the demands and requirements of the parent organization.  

During weekend meetings with the Board members, several members of the U.S. 

executive management team quit.  Word (and fear) spread through headquarters 

long before the CEO issued an official announcement about the departures.    

During the quarterly results call in early October 2001, both the revenue 

target and the cost reduction target for the remainder of the year were 

announced.  The CEO told employees that market leaders emerge out of periods 

of recession by getting ‘lean and mean,’ focusing on their core strengths, and 

preparing for the turnaround in the market.  The quarterly results calls are 

typically used as a sort of cheerleading exercise; a focus on cost reduction in this 

context was unusual.  The United States sales team eventually achieved fairly 

strong fourth quarter sales, but profitability (and thus contribution of those profits 

back to the parent company) was poor; this required a hard look at the US sales 

strategy and organization. 
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By the end of the year in 2001 the CEO had lost most of his executive 

team for a variety of reasons.  All of the C-level positions (Chief Financial Officer, 

Chief Operating Officer, etc.), and many of the Senior Vice President positions 

were vacant.  It was impossible for the remaining members of the executive team 

to stay abreast of the headcount reduction plans and related budget decisions, 

and still focus on selling as much as possible before the end of the year.  At 

different points in the fourth quarter, employees received conflicting signals about 

what the coming year would hold.  At one point employees were told that layoffs 

were likely because of poor profitability in the region.  In a subsequent call they 

were told to focus on sales because stronger sales would reduce the number of 

layoffs.  When strategic priorities for 2002 were announced, certain groups that 

existed in 2001 did not appear in the 2002 plans.  It was clear that these groups 

were being eliminated, but this was not communicated to them prior to an 

organization-wide announcement of these changes. So, while the stated goal of 

these increased communications was to boost employee confidence in the 

executive team and in the organization, with each all-employee call it became 

increasingly clear that the strategy for the coming year was murky at best.  In fact 

at times, there were greater insights into company changes communicated in 

Internet chat rooms than through the official corporate channels.    

With limited leadership and guidance, the mid-management staff involved 

in making the organization ‘lean and mean’ encountered competing and unclear 

instructions.  Given the enormous scope of the undertaking, there was a struggle 
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to rationalize different objectives and tasks of the various team members, and 

there was no overarching strategy to guide these choices.  It was clear how 

many employees had to be eliminated, but there was a limited understanding of 

what the new organization should look like, and what roles and responsibilities 

would be required.  It was also not at all clear how business plans would be 

designed to support these reductions.  For example, there was little to no time to 

evaluate supplementing services or business processes with global resources.  

As a result, the employees involved in the re-organization focused on their 

narrow aspect of the outcome, and little work was done to assess the impact on 

cross-organizational activities.  At the end of the year, hundreds of employees 

were let go in the worst layoff in company history, and the subsequent months 

led to additional, smaller layoffs that were attributed to the restructuring.  Later, 

the founder and Chairman of the Board would communicate that 2001 was the 

most difficult year in the company's history. 

The Rationalized Demise of the Product Management Team 

Product Management organizations are typically responsible for 

communicating customer and market requirements to the software developers. 

With development removed from many of TechSoft’s key markets, product 

management roles are especially critical for ensuring both the accuracy and 

detail of product direction from the customer and prospect base.  In 2001, 

TechSoft had a large U.S.-based product management and product marketing 

organization.  The team reported to an Executive Vice President, who in turn 
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reported to the CEO.  All of these employees resided in the United States and 

were paid for by the U.S. organization.  Costs for these services were allocated 

from this centralized organization out to the sales lines of business.  But while the 

staff in this organization was responsible for supporting revenue generation, their 

primary responsibility was not to sell software or services.  During the 

quantification of the organization at the end of 2001, it became clear that the 

majority of this team was no longer affordable.  The Executive Vice President 

was one of the members of the executive team who quit in this period.  Most of 

the remaining positions were eliminated before the end of 2001, though some 

employees managed to find roles in other parts of the organization.   

 As the year was drawing to a close, a Vice President from Europe was 

appointed to oversee the remaining Product Management team until an action 

plan was finalized.  The CEO issued an email announcing the new organizational 

structure and responsibilities of this team.  What was not said was that there 

would no longer be end-of-year allocation of costs to Sales for these teams; the 

Senior Vice Presidents of the sales organizations did not want to negatively 

affect the profitability of their lines of business.  In 2002, the Product 

Management team thus attempted to operate as a profit center, charging for 

services rendered.  Rather than pay for Product Management services, in early 

2002 the sales organization often worked directly with the global teams, or used 

other means to circumvent the charges that would be incurred in using local 

Product Management resources.   
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Also in early 2002, the corporate communications group attempted to 

reduce email saturation of employees by providing one email a week 

summarizing corporate news, and providing a link to a website with further 

details.  At this time, they significantly reduced authorizations for Product 

Management to send regular emails directly to the field, effectively crippling the 

team.  By mid-2002, it was clear that the organizational model for Product 

Management was no longer viable.  The team was re-organized and made to 

report directly into the global development teams residing in Palo Alto, where 

most positions were subsequently eliminated.  As a result of a highly rationalized 

analysis of the organization (focused almost exclusively on cost of sale and 

metrics of sales to non-sales headcount), a critical bridge between the US market 

and the global development organization has been eliminated.    

I have not yet come across a case study that documented this type of 

attempt at change management.  Based on TechSoft’s performance during this 

period, it’s clear that the costs to both the organization and to individuals were 

substantial.  I could argue that it was an aberration, or that iterative 

organizational design on this scale is normal.  But what I suspect is that 

informants who have this information may be uncomfortable divulging information 

that shows their role in contributing to these problems, that researchers aren’t 

normally given access to corporations under these conditions, that it is quite 

difficult to make sense of the messy reality of corporate life in publishable form, 

or that corporations are reluctant to expose these types of events to public 
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scrutiny.  These types of conditions therefore present a rich – though quite 

challenging - area for further study by anthropologists.  These preceding 

paragraphs will present an interest contrast to the final, upcoming section of this 

chapter, which looks more like the change efforts described in the management 

literature; the final section of this chapter describes how TechSoft began to 

experience a turnaround.  The purpose of this section has been to make clear 

that change management may be described as a neatly bundled, well defined, 

logical, and even apolitical activity, when in reality it fact that is not always the 

case.  

Saved by Strategy 

Rapid changes make it challenging for employees to make sense of their 

work world, either because of changes within their workplace or because of 

mobility between organizations (Beyer 1990:29).  This may help to explain the 

alienation of middle managers that Nash (1979:440) describes in her essay 

about multinational corporations.  In addition, employees in the high tech industry 

have “highly specialized skills, they presumably have well-developed cognitive 

scripts and routines for carrying out their work.” (Beyer 1990:29).  A dynamic 

context renders these scripts inaccurate or irrelevant, which results in 

adjustments to behaviors and practices, and a corresponding drop in productivity.  

As the organization continues to grow and change, individuals come to rely more 

and more on their own networks to accomplish their work.  In fact, at TechSoft it 

is well recognized that the most tenured sales and presales staff make the most 
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money.  This is not simply because they are more skilled, but because they have 

established networks that they are able to leverage to close deals.  Informal 

networks are critical for survival, as they are used to help navigate organizational 

politics (Page & Dyer Jr. 1990:111); this may be especially true for those without 

access to privileged information about impending organizational changes.  

While management literature addresses the dynamic quality of high tech 

workplaces, there is little discussion and analysis of individual actors in this 

context.  Schoonhoven and Jelinek (1997:240) define dynamic tension as an 

ideal state - “the ability to be flexible through reorganizations as well as 

sufficiently systematic to be efficient producers.”   But this flexibility comes at a 

cost for both the corporation and individual employees.  Commitment to an 

organization takes time to develop, and the dynamic conditions of the high tech 

industry provide little room for this to occur.  As a result, employees may remain 

committed to the industry or product, to the profession or to their workgroup, but 

not necessarily to the organization itself (Beyer 1990:22-24).  Unlike a stable 

work environment where employees may work within communities of practice, 

some theorists argue that there are more and more employees who operate as 

unique, individual nodes of a larger network that they have created for 

themselves (Nardi et al 2000).  For these workers, the network is personal, 

individual, and a critical component for professional success.   In these cases, 

corporate changes may provide the opportunity for employees to expand their 

networks of support.   
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Life was so tumultuous inside the corporation in 2001 that it is unlikely any 

external party would have been permitted to conduct research at TechSoft; my 

insider status is what made it possible for me to document this period, though I 

struggled to bring an anthropological perspective to what I was experiencing.  

The changes I described in this chapter came several years into my work life at 

TechSoft.  I was deep into research and beginning the dissertation-writing 

process, and I was panic-stricken both about losing my job and the possible 

impact on my dissertation research.  This was compounded by the fact that I am 

deeply embedded in a culture where success is increasingly defined by 

professional achievement; failure at work is personal failure.  I remember it being 

a very emotional time, and being upset when I heard co-workers depersonalizing 

the firing of their friends and colleagues by describing waves of layoffs as ‘RIFs’ - 

reductions in force.  I also remember being struck by the anxiety and frustration 

of individuals (including myself) involved in the change management effort.  We 

all felt that the lack of executive direction and a consistent, compelling strategy 

for the organizational change efforts made this period especially difficult.   

In contrast, by the time the fourth quarter budget and change cycle hit in 

2002, a few new employees had been brought in from the Big Five5 consulting 

firms to support the sales line of business with metrics and analyses of both 

sales activities and the organization as a whole.  With the introduction of these 

new experts came a new, quantifiable understanding of how the organization 
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should be designed.  In describing research conducted by Martin (1997), authors 

Shore and Wright say:    

Unstable environments require a new kind of subject: not passive 
or docile [as in the manufacturing industries earlier in the century], 
but active, flexible workers who freely and continuously draw on 
their capacities and develop their potential to make themselves 
anew. (1997:34) 

Many of the employees who had been involved in the change effort the previous 

year had struggled with the lack of direction, and also (in some cases) with 

serious morale issues.  And yet, it was not difficult for most of them to actively 

participate in these new change efforts with renewed energy.  Acceptable ratios 

for revenue- to non-revenue-generating employees were defined, and the term 

‘span of control’ quickly became familiar throughout TechSoft headquarters.  

Optimizing the span of control ratio meant that each Vice President should have 

responsibility for five Directors, each Director for five Managers, and each 

Manager should have at least two direct reports of a subordinate rank.  In this 

way, each Vice President would optimally be responsible for an organization of 

sixty or more employees.6  At the same time, participants in re-organization 

activities learned that the organization could support six non-revenue-generating 

employees for each revenue-generating employee, and that there was a fixed 

ratio of incoming sales dollars to overall organization headcount.  

                                                                                                                                  
5  By this time the Enron scandal had resulted in the demise of Anderson Consulting, and 

the Big Six had been reduced to the Big Five. 
6  There are always exceptions to these guidelines, of course.  The European fast-

trackers are one, and individuals who provide personal guidance and direction for executive 
management may also hold a Vice President title but not have a subordinate organization. 
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After extensive research, analysis, and discussion, it was determined that 

a move to a regional model (with independent operational units in the Northeast, 

South, Midwest, and West) would address multiple concerns.  Cost savings 

would be realized because of less dependence on corporate resources and less 

national travel, and it would also bring customer-facing employees closer to their 

customer on a regular basis.  Although not on the scale of the previous year, 

some layoffs were anticipated as a result of these changes.  However, the focus 

of the messages from management was on optimizing the organization and its 

human resources to enable the company to achieve success.  In strategic terms, 

the changes would serve to increase profit margins (and shareholder value), and 

also customer satisfaction.  In accordance with this new strategy, payout of 

variable compensation to employees would be partially dependent on achieving 

certain metrics of customer satisfaction.  This market-oriented approach also 

deflected management responsibility for the organizational changes, so that the 

focus was not on individual members of senior management but rather externally 

on the ‘competitive realities of the market’; this in spite of the fact that personal, 

political preferences had a very real part in how the organizational changes were 

determined and communicated.   

In an interesting article, authors Knights and Morgan describe strategy as 

a critical component of managerial discourse.  Discursive practices act as a 

disciplinary force that transforms “managers and employees alike into subjects 

who secure their sense of purpose and reality” by participating in the creation 
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and execution of strategy (1991:252).  In other words, during this period in 2001, 

the absence of an all-encompassing corporate strategy resulted in the failure of 

TechSoft to constitute us as subjects.   We recognized the absence of a 

structured discursive framework, and this in turn resulted in a frustration with the 

company and our roles within it, as well as with the remaining executive team.  It 

also resulted in some individuals jockeying for recognition and authority.  These 

were mostly individuals who wanted to take an active role in defining the 

corporate strategy.  However, for the most part, our wish was for ‘clear direction’ 

into which we could put our energy.   

A completely new management team was being put in place while these 

plans were being finalized.  As 2002 drew to a close and management began to 

articulate the plans for the new year, it was very clear that the company was 

trying to be more market-focused, and to move closer to the customer.  It was 

also clear that staff had to be reduced in accordance with the span of control and 

headcount guidelines.  There also seemed to be little surprise when 

compensation was changed across the corporation to include customer 

satisfaction metrics.  Because TechSoft problems had been consistently framed 

as market-related, a re-organization (and even headcount reductions) framed in 

response to those problems was made palatable.  In fact, subjects “secure a 

sense of well-being through participation in strategic practices” (Knights & 

Morgan 1991:251), so in 2002, with a market-driven strategy clearly defined, and 

carefully orchestrated corporate communications, and it seemed almost effortless 
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to me to make TechSoft employees complicit in the new corporate direction.  In 

fact, it seemed to simply be a matter of communicating and consistently 

reinforcing the basic tenets and vocabulary of the new strategy, and 

demonstrating alignment with the objectives of the global management team.  In 

conjunction with the now all-pervasive market discourse (and perhaps also 

because of the serious economic downturn in late 2001 and early 2002) 

compliance of the remaining TechSoft employees seemed easily assured.   

Anthropologists have a critical role to play in deconstructing the 

discourses that are used to normalize organizational change, and yet we have 

largely failed to do so.  The drive of the high tech industry is largely (and 

unquestioningly) predicated on the need for innovation in response to consumer 

or market demand.  Management theorists seem to accept creative destruction 

as a natural cycle for the industry.  Since anthropologists working in the industry 

are often engaged in Research and Development, marketing, or consumer 

research functions, the urgency of the new is an integral part of their work lives 

as well; as employees in the high tech sector, we must demonstrate our 

understanding of and commitment to corporate objectives.  Perhaps, then, ideas 

about the market, innovation, and change are difficult to deconstruct since the 

activities of our daily working lives are largely constituted in relation to them.  

Nonetheless, it is those anthropologists deeply embedded in the corporate 

context (like myself) that have the most intimate experience with change 

management efforts, and could provide significant insight into both how the 



 235 

discourse is constructed, and into the varied ways that employees respond to it.  

Until that time, this dissertation makes a unique contribution by grappling with the 

human cost of industry and corporate discourse on change.   
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